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Chapter One




AD 1457

This one was too easy.

Vincent Danzel tucked a stray lock of hair back behind his ear and sucked in on his cheeks as he watched the cloaked figure dart beneath a shrub. Then he shifted slightly from one foot to the other in his crouch, listening for the slight groan from the tree limb he was perched on. Then he was fussing with the stopper on the sporran he’d pushed to one side. It was still full. Mostly full, he clarified for himself. He wasn’t dulling any of his charm with drink.

He was going to need it.

He slid a finger along his upper lip, scratching at the stubble there. He should have shaved, too. Then again, it would give him a rakish air. He might need that, as well.

Vincent sighed and shifted again, this time moving a foot farther forward in his crouch. The limb protested that exchange of weight, but it had complained the entire time he’d been atop it, watching the little wench waste time looking for her toads. Vincent wrinkled his nose. No one had said anything about such strangeness. Toads? He watched as she spied one, knelt at the edge of the pond glimmering beneath them and started reaching for the fifth toad so far.

He almost felt sorry for the little creature. Once she got her hands on it, she was shaking and slapping and making all sorts of strange noises until the toad would respond as she must want. Then she was making little chirping noises as she reached into the folds of her cloak so she could get a cloth to wipe at its back. He didn’t know what substance she hoped to gain, but once she had the toad wiped clean, she’d release it back into the pond, setting it gently back on the surface, where only a ripple betrayed the creature’s immediate plunge of escape.

Vincent watched her fold the piece of cloth she’d wiped the toad with into a small triangular shape, pull out a jar and shove the piece in it before replacing the cork and sealing it in with the four others she’d already gained.

Someone was paying for this insult, Vincent decided. And it wasn’t enough. That was certain. This wench had nothing to recommend her. She was small, with no shape that he could decide. She was also plain, if the way she shrouded herself was any indication. And she was strange. Worse than strange. She was odd-strange. Vincent ran his fingers along his eyelashes, separating them to a lush fringe, for the effect. He was going to need that, too.

She stood, making little difference in her size since it was seen from the height he was at. Vincent reached forward, gripped the tree limb in front of his boots and swung forward, rolling into a dead-weight hang so he could drop to the ground to the right of her. He ended up directly atop the soft, water-soaked edge of the pond. Due to the volume of his weight, the ground forfeited, leaving him ankle-deep in muck while she tipped her head away from him and giggled.

“You should na’ spy,” she said finally, once she had her mirth under control.


Vincent frowned. She didn’t even act surprised at his abrupt entrance. “I was na’ spying,” he replied.

“What was it you were doing, then?”

“Granting a wish.”

She still hadn’t looked toward him, and water was seeping through his boots now. Vincent backed a step, then another, searching without looking for the firm ground that he already knew was at the pond’s edge.

“What wish was it I’ve made?” she asked.

“A prince. ’Tis what kissing a frog is for. Gaining one.”

“I’ve kissed nae frogs,” she replied.

“That probably explains why you’ve na’ received a prince.”

“You’re nae prince?” she asked.

“Vincent Danzel. Knight. At your service.” He bowed for effect.

“Pity,” she replied before she turned and started walking away.

Vincent was stunned. He sucked in a breath Not only had she not even looked his way, but she was leaving? Women didn’t react so to him. Never. Well, mayhap the Sassenach taxman’s wife had, but she’d been worshipping gold rather than the flesh. Then again, she’d had poor eyesight.

Vincent pulled his feet free of the muck, ignoring his wet boots, and moved around this female, blocking her path.

“You’ve a reason for staying me?” she asked, directing her question to the region of his knees.

The wench was diminutive, barely reaching midchest. Vincent put his hands on his hips and regarded her. “Someone has to speak for the poor devils,” he replied, finally.

“Who?”

“Me.”

“I mean, who are the poor devils?”

“Oh. Toads. Nary a one has done aught to receive treatment such as you give. I’m protecting them.”

She giggled again. Then she lifted her head, tipped the edges of her cloak open with her hand and met his gaze. Vincent regarded her solemnly, waiting for the reaction. And missing any. His world didn’t rock. It didn’t even shiver. Nothing. This wench had nothing to recommend her and nothing to tempt him. It was a good thing he was being paid, he told himself.

“I’m na’ harming them,” she said.

“That is na’ what they tell me.”

She cocked her eyebrows up, showing a glint of silver in the light blue of her eyes. That caught his attention for a moment. She had pale perfect skin and very black eyebrows. He wondered if that was the color of her hair or even if she had any to claim. He tipped his head to one side and waited.

“What is it they tell you?” she asked.

“That a pond is meant for swimming and catching sup. Na’ for the torment of a wench’s hand.”

He reached out and grabbed for her hand, surprising her with the swiftness if her intake of breath was any indication. Her hands were fine-shaped and delicate. Her entire form looked to be that way. He’d been ordered not to touch her or make her his. The warning wasn’t necessary. She wasn’t his type, she wasn’t the right size and she was too easy. Even without his fee.

Her hand trembled within his. Vince stepped closer and dipped his head slightly, looking at her with dark eyes through black lashes that had always looked incongruous with his blond hair. He knew it made women swoon. He’d been told often enough of it. That was why he’d made certain the lashes were each separated and defined.

“Torment?” she whispered.

“Aye. And shaking. Such things belong…elsewhere.” His voice deepened exactly when he wanted it to. He licked at his lip, too.

Her mouth quirked, and then everything on her features went bored and disinterested. “You need a bath,” she replied.


Vince straightened slightly. “I bathed this morn. In the loch.” He kept the defensive tone from the words with difficulty. Much difficulty. And then he was mentally doubling his fee.

“You forgot to wash your mouth.”

She shocked him further by slipping her hand free and tipping her little chin in a gesture of dismissal. His mind was blank. He didn’t know what to say. She didn’t act like she was expecting him to say anything. She picked up one side of her skirts with the hand he’d recently claimed and used the wad of material as a buffer between them as she passed right by him. His mind was stalled, his mouth was dry and made drier by the slack-jawed effect of being so summarily passed over. His eyes were still focusing on the spot of ground she’d barely made a dent in, while he was making water-filled holes the size of his boots from standing in sodden ground.

That lasted four or five heartbeats. Since he hadn’t been counting, he couldn’t be sure. No wench treated Vincent Erick Danzel in such a fashion. And if they did, they could just reap the punishment for it. Wenches didn’t turn him down, they didn’t tell him nae, and they didn’t ignore him. It was a matter of pride now.

He reached her with little more than a lope of movement, crossing ground with strides she couldn’t possibly match. He blocked her path again, ignored how the ground was even marshier here, causing him to sink more quickly, and folded his arms to make it official. She wasn’t getting past him that easily! And certainly not without an explanation.

“What is it now, Sir Knight?” She had her head cocked backward and wasn’t moving the shawl to make anything more easily seen. That posture shadowed her upper face and highlighted her lips. They were pursed sweetly and appeared to have the color and texture of a ripe plum, he decided.

“You,” he replied.

“Me?”

“Aye. You.”


“You are determined to disturb me?”

“Disturb. Aye. In a word.”

“Why?”

“First, tell me why you shake toads.”

The spark of interest was back in her eyes, making them look akin to liquid silver again. Vince sucked on one cheek while he considered that.

“I need their sweat,” she said finally.

“Toads…sweat?”

She giggled again. He could grow fond of that sound, he decided. If he kept his eyes closed to the rest of her.

“A toad releases a substance when it’s frightened. ’Tis akin to the strongest of brews.”

“It does?”

“Aye. And ’tis a powerful thing, too. Makes a man weak and seeing things that could na’ be.”

“Truly? What does it do for a woman?” he asked, matching his whispered tone to her own.

“Makes labor easier to abide.”

“Labor?”

“Bringing a babe into the world is labor, Sir Knight. A woman suffers. I assist with relieving it.”

“This toad sweat…is that powerful?”

She smiled and raised her eyebrows several times. Then she stepped nearer to him as if they were conspirators of some kind. She was also closer to his height for some reason. Vince didn’t notice the reason was that he was sinking farther into mud that was thick with pond water.

“That and more. ’Tis also known to create a thrill.”

“Thrill?” he asked. The center of her eyes wasn’t silver at all, but an aqua blue. Vince found himself staring into that center…being drawn into it, singed and yet enthralled by it. He shook his head once to clear it and stepped back. His feet didn’t make the move; only his body did.

The spray from his fall glittered in the air for a moment before it started settling, acting like it was applauding him. Vince sat, stunned, knees bent and feet stuck solid, nearly to his calves. The ground was just as wet and slimy and muck-filled as it had looked while standing atop it. Now that he was seated in it and feeling it leach through the fabric of his kilt, he knew it was miserable-feeling as well. The wench wasn’t just giggling, either. It was an outright laugh.

Vince put his hands to either side of him, but they just sank into the muck, too. He pulled them free with a distinctive sucking noise, leaving two fist-sized holes that immediately filled with water, reflecting back the grimace he was giving first one and then the other of them.

“You do your creed well, toad prince,” she said, once she had the laughter under control.

“Toad prince?” he replied. And then he said it again, louder than before. There was nothing for it. He looked at both hands, blew a sigh of disgust over them to warm them slightly, placed them atop his bare knees, and grunted himself upright. It took every bit of his strength and made muscles bulge from his thighs and stomach, and there was a moment when he didn’t think he was going to be able to gain his own feet, but it was done. The hole he’d made with his buttocks immediately filled with water.

“You see?” she said. “I am right again.”

“About what?” Vincent went to a twist and busied himself with pulling the tree-mash from the back of himself. All that managed to do was make his lower arms a mess of mud as well.

“You. And a bath.”

And with that, she turned and left him.







Chapter Two



A man was coming for her. He had been for almost eighteen months, ever since the day her sister Kendran had wished such a thing upon her. Sybil wiped the sides and then the tops and finally the bottoms of all her apothecary vials. It was a chore of love and one she enjoyed. Every bottle hinted at the contents within, with a thumbprint made of lamp oil and soot. She’d then scratch a symbol through the lines, marking what was inside. It was her special pride and joy: all the treasure she’d accumulated. All the good she could do…as well as the evil.

Sybil sucked on her bottom lip as she handled the tansy vial. It was useful for granting death…or it could be used for ridding a body of an unwanted babe, but that usually resulted in death as well.

That was why no one else in the keep had access to the apothecary cabinet belonging to her. No one. That was also why there was a huge hasp of a lock barring it, and before that, anyone would have to get past her pet and guardian, the large wolf named Waif. Sybil tossed a kiss motion toward where Waif reclined and was rewarded by a slight whiff of sound. That gave her pause. It was more than his usual unblinking stare.


She knew why. Waif knew it, too. The man was coming for her. A man so unsuitable it would serve as payment for any teasing and tormenting she did. She knew that’s what the wish was. Kendran wanted her to fall in love. Useless emotion that it was. Falling in love? And with a man lacking a handsome face, or a brawny frame, or even strength of character that Sybil valued the highest? The man from her dream fit the description perfectly.

Even if she’d never seen him.

The shadow from her dreams was just that: dark and wispy and stunted to the stature of a dwarf. That’s the man that was coming for her and the one she’d do her best to avoid. It certainly wasn’t the immense, muscled, blond, fair-faced Adonis of a fellow that had dropped out of a tree today and bothered her at her chores.

Sybil paused at the door, the handle turned down preparatory to opening it. In her other hand she held the large metal key with which she’d secured her cabinet. She nearly shook her head over constant thoughts of the blond fellow. It wasn’t difficult to ascertain the reason. That man had much to engage a woman’s interest. It was obvious he deserved and expected it.

Sybil was still shaking her head as she shut the door, leaving her pet wolf to guard the interior. There was the distinctive click of the door latching, and then there was the likewise distinctive sound of a throat clearing. Sybil pulled in a gasp and turned slightly, managing to keep the reaction from showing anywhere on her body.

“Well?”

The blond fellow from the marsh was moving from an indolent position leaning against a bit of rock wall even as he spoke. He was more massive than she remembered. With hands upon his hips and legs apart, he effectively spanned the width of her tower hall. He’d also found a way to a bath and laundry, if what she smelled and observed was accurate, since he was splendidly attired in little more than a kilt of blue and black, while the open sides of his doublet were leaving none of his brawn disguised. He probably should have donned a shirt as well, she decided, eyeing him with what she hoped was disinterest.

“Well…what?” she replied, since he did nothing more than block her hall while he waited.

“I’ve bathed,” he replied. And then he grinned.

Sybil had to look down as the strangest shiver ran her frame the moment she glimpsed teeth and what promised to be actual dimples as well. Her own body’s response was unfamiliar, unwarranted, and not going unnoticed. At least by her. She could only hope her voice had the same disinterested, modulated tone as always when she needed to use it.

She looked back up. One of his eyebrows was cocked, and his head was slanted slightly. There was a visual array of ropelike muscle pounding from the belly he was displaying as well. It was very practiced, very posed, and very unnecessary. It was also stupid.

“So?” she replied, finally.

His eyebrow fell, as did his smile. He had wickedly dark eyes, and with them dark lashes, both of which were incongruous and superficial-looking with his coloring. He knew it and was used to wielding it, which made the reaction her body was giving even worse. He’d lowered his chin, made a knot bulge out on side of his jaw, and favored her with a stern look, but since it was being shadowed by his lashes, it didn’t do much. It was just as theatrical as the rest of him.

Sybil’s lips quirked despite her effort.

“So…you approve?” he asked.

“You are verra handsome, toad prince,” she replied.

He blinked once and then lifted his chin a fraction. His eyes weren’t black, after all. They had amber shading that, when struck perfectly by the light, glowed with a touch of gold. Sybil forced the most horrid belly tingle to subside even before it had a good start. She didn’t have time for brainless, brawny, beautiful men with large opinions of themselves. She knew who did, though: her stepmother. She narrowed her eyes before he spotted her instant knowledge.

“And?” he prompted.

“And what?”

“I’m verra handsome and you have named me a toad prince. What else?”

Sybil shrugged. “Naught.”

She dipped her head and slanted her shoulder and made a move around him in a dismissive fashion. He took a sideways step and blocked her. Sybil looked at his feet and then tried again. This time, she moved to the other side of the hall, taking three steps and gaining a half step forward of progress. One of his sideways lunges, however, and she was blocked again. She blew the slightest sigh through her lower lip, making it puff out and a wisp of her hair flutter.

“Vincent,” he said.

Sybil ran her gaze up the mass of flesh he was displaying for her and met his eyes. The wretch was smiling. He was openly doing it now and showing full teeth. She tilted her head to one side and regarded him, forcefully ignoring every bit of how it felt. Every bit. Especially the itch of sensation at each breast tip, where she must have donned an underdress that hadn’t been rinsed thoroughly because it chaffed with what had to be lye residue. Especially there.

“I ken your name already. You told me.”

“So say it.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m asking you to.”

Sybil pulled in a breath and complied, giving her voice the most enticing, sensual, deep-throated undertone she knew how, as she drew the first syllable of his name out in a lengthy fashion before finishing it with a moan of sound.

The reaction was immediate and visual. The mass of man jumped slightly as if an itch of sensation made it inevitable. Sybil was around him and almost down the hall before she heard his boots coming after her.

She stopped, turned fully, and put both hands out, blocking his way for a change. She was watching his reaction as he slowed to a crawl of movement and then halted just shy of her and stood there, breathing deeply. Sybil was matching him but kept the beginnings of agitation to herself.

“You’ve a reason for delaying me?” she asked finally.

“I’m na’ delaying you,” he replied. And gave that little smirk-smile that came with one dimple. “At least…na’ this time.”

She took a deep breath. “My stepmother is a verra gracious woman. Anymore. Especially to me. I dinna wish any of that changed,” she replied.

His confusion was almost perfectly portrayed. Sybil had never met a better liar. Poser. Deviant. Her eyes narrowed even more.

“’Tis obvious to me, my toad prince. You are one of my stepmother’s newest lovers. She has them. Ever since my father’s death in spring of last year, there has been a string of handsome young men about the castle. All dancing attendance on her. Without end. ’Tis her reward for the life she lived with him. I dinna’ begrudge it to her.”

“Lover?” he questioned, putting a meaning behind the word that she didn’t recognize.

That was odd. She didn’t like odd. She swallowed the excess spittle her mouth was cursing her with and continued, making certain he knew of her knowledge.

“Dinna’ let it fash you.” She ran her eyes up and down his frame and ended up back at his belly, where a roping of muscle was still moving with his pounding heart. “You are by far the most handsome. Much. She sees well. It’s my guess she’ll na’ be dismissing you as quickly as she did the others. Unless you give her reason.”


She finished on a whisper. He was choking. It sounded in his next words. He was a terrible choice for a lover. He wasn’t even loyal. Sybil was already thinking through the selection of herbs she could use. The Lady of Eschon didn’t deserve such a cheat and a wretch. Both of which he was proving himself to be the longer he bothered the only other young female in the castle: Lady Sybil.

“You th-think…I’m one of your…st-stepmother’s…lovers?”

He was stammering through it, and that started the most entertaining flush to his cheeks. Sybil watched it. The man was extremely handsome. She had to give him that. He was more than handsome. He was a stunning, beautiful specimen, and the flush was making the gold of his eyes glow. Her stepmother had let her eyes be her guide this time. She hadn’t looked beyond that.

Sybil had it decided. She was going to use crushed and dried chicory on him. She pulled in her lower lip in thought, wondering at the exact portion that wouldn’t prostrate him with sickness but would have him visiting the castle latrine more oft than he could Lady Eschon’s bedchamber.

“Oh, dear man.” Sybil clicked her tongue. “I dinna’ just think you are. I ken it. Perfectly.”

He grunted. Then he moved a step toward her, standing above her and breathing hard on her and making her regret the outstretched arms and aggressive stance. Especially since she’d been the one assuming it. Oh! He was getting a double dose of chicory with bruised leaves. Enough to cause gastric distress for a sennight. That’s what was happening to him, she decided.

“So certain.”

He reached a hand to touch her chin and lift it. She had two choices. Give up her stance, wrap her cloak about herself, and try to escape him again, or wait. Bide her time. Create the events that would serve her intent and not his. She narrowed her eyes to make her choice less noticeable for him.

“What if I were to tell you that the moment I set eyes on you this morn, nae other woman existed…anymore?” he murmured in such a soft, seductive tone that Sybil nearly believed it. Almost. He was good. Amazingly good. And he had a voice like warm butter. He was the best one Lady Eschon had enticed to her side. Easily.

“Other than remarking that such a thing would definitely give her reason to replace you, I’d have only one thing to say,” she replied.

“And…that would be?” He moved closer, but it wasn’t by moving his feet. Or if he was, she didn’t hear it. Since he had a forefinger beneath her chin and was still forcing her to look up at him, she wouldn’t have seen it anyway. She watched him lean a bit closer to her, roamed her eyes all about his face for something to look at other than the mesmerizing quality of those gold-enhanced dark eyes, and had to swallow the increased spittle in her mouth. She knew he felt it.

“Sage,” she said finally.

He blinked a dark fringe of lash, shadowing the honey color into opaque black before letting it back.

“Aye. Brewed with a touch of honey. Such a thing would be wondrous for your condition.”

“What condition might that be?” He was tilting his head and slanting forward even closer, pulling her to her tiptoes with the lifting of his hand at her chin. And with pursed lips he was a completely devastating sight. If she were a female that cared for such things.

Like a first kiss.

Sybil gulped. “Poor…eyesight.” She managed to whisper it, and then watched as he lowered his dark brush of eyelashes. That was tantamount to closing his eyes. She wondered at the man’s sanity. And bravery. And idiocy.

The moment before he’d have touched his lips to hers, she moved. The hall could have him. She was finished with this nonsense. She swiveled, had her cloak wrapped about herself and was nearly to the steps before he caught up with her again. This time he wasn’t subtle. He wrapped a hand about her upper arm and used that to stop her. Then, before she knew it, he had her swiveled and pressed against a rough wall. It was obvious they hadn’t reached that spot yet in their renovations. The entire keep was undergoing massive renewal and work. They weren’t at Sybil’s tower yet. The walls here still needed to be shaved smooth. Or at the very least filed to a smoothness that wouldn’t feel like tiny spikes were jutting into her spine when she least needed that effect. Sybil felt every bit of it as he just held her there and looked her over. He was breathing hard, too, and such a thing as chasing a lass down a hall shouldn’t be raising such an amount of breathlessness in such a muscular male, but she didn’t know what would.

Oh! She was giving him worse than chicory sprinkled on his sup tonight! He was getting dried linden flower petals mixed with hops. Such a thing was going to dull his senses and make everything on his body soft and worthless. Everything. Even the parts she didn’t care to note. That’s what she was going to do to this man for daring to touch her, to prevent her from leaving…for starting a riot of oddity throughout her belly that would have shamed her earlier. Now, it was vaguely frightening…illicit….

Naughty.

He’d finished his perusal of her bosom or wherever he’d been looking and had her pierced with a dark, honeyed gaze from beneath his lush lashes. The man had been blessed with theatrical coloring, perfect features, and amazing presence. He knew how to use all of it. Probably had practiced it. Sybil felt the shuddering of her belly calm a bit, and her head cleared. She couldn’t do a thing about the agitated breaths she was taking, however.


“I am na’ your mother’s lover,” he said finally.

“Stepmother.”

“Hers, either,” he answered.

“Then…what are you doing here? Now? At Eschoncan Keep?”

She watched the black of deviousness slip over him, although nothing looked to have changed. It was like he was being dipped in it, covered over in it, and then stewed in it. She knew the next thing from his mouth would be a lie. She’d been wrong earlier. There wasn’t lye soap enough to clean this man up.

His eyes slid sideways, avoiding contact for the briefest moment, and then they were back, boring into hers, as if daring her to look elsewhere. “I’m putting myself in the running for a certain position,” he replied.

“What?”

He’d moved his chin, facing her and making it too close. The smell of him was too unsettling, and the visage of angered and intrigued male was one she was going to have difficulty ignoring every time she shut her eyes. How had all of that happened? she wondered.

“A certain position. In your household.”

“I heard that. I meant…which one?” It was a good thing the man she was avoiding was a dwarf and dark in coloring. Otherwise, she’d think the increase of her heartbeat when she connected glances with this Vincent was something really horrible. Something akin to arousal…sensual arousal.

“What will you pay me to find out?” he asked.

Sybil’s features fell. She couldn’t prevent it. Just as she couldn’t prevent the stiffening of her entire frame. All that happened was the increased annoyance of hard knots of castle stone against her spine and buttocks, a closer view of his face since he’d lowered it toward her, and the scratch of her underdress on her nipples becoming more distinct and noticeable. She watched him glance there—and for no reason that she could tell. She was still swathed with her cloak. It was if he was looking for such a thing as a woman’s arousal after putting it into being. It was exactly what he was expecting! Sybil knew it. She watched him put his lips into a perfect kissable position in order to get a certain reaction. Her knees quivered as her body betrayed her and actually gave it to him, too!

Sybil was mortified. Completely and totally, and it put her off balance and made her feel weak and fragile. Inside. Which was where she was determined to keep it buried. Nobody was ever going to ever see it—or suspect it. She didn’t need to pay him to learn anything. He was telling her with every prolonged moment in his company. He wasn’t her stepmother’s lover. Yet. That was obviously the position he was seeking, however. And why not? It was known throughout the rocky fells that the widow of Laird Eschon possessed gold, and a powerful amount of it.

Men had been flooding to the castle for over a year in order to get their hands on it. This man resembling a Norse god was one of them no doubt. A common thief. Worse. He was willing and able to use his physical assets on anyone he needed in order to get whatever he wanted.

She’d known she was right. Again.

Sybil huffed a breath and smiled wickedly up at him, surprising him from contemplation of her lips. Or maybe it was her bosom. Or somewhere else on her body that she didn’t want to name. Wherever he’d been looking and trying to wizard a response from, it was ceasing. And it was ceasing now. Her time with Lady Eschon’s would-be lover was over.

“If you’ve finished, I’ve chores,” she said in what she hoped was a normal tone, though it sounded nothing like normal to her ears.

“I dinna’ say you had to pay me in coin,” he replied.

He could have blown her over with a sweep of a hearth broom with such a statement. Sybil’s eyes widened before she could help it and glance down. And worse. He took such a response as his due. She knew it by his chuckle, followed almost immediately by an increase of breath at her nose.

“So…what say you? A kiss…for a bit of information?”

Actually, he was in danger of receiving a great quantity of linden flowers. Enough to make his head pound with ache for days. No! Sennights of time! Sybil had never met a man more willing to tempt such a fate from her.

Stupid man.

“Dinna’ you hear me?” she asked. “I have chores.”

“What are they?” he asked.

“The ones no one else will do, of course.”

“You’re a lady.”

Sybil tipped her head to one side. “Of a sort,” she replied. “I bear the mark of bastardy and am a poor relation to boot.”

“So what is it they make you do? Since you have these horrible things to bear?”

“Why?”

“Because a little wench walked into my life today, stole my senses, and entrapped them in the palm of her hand. And I’ve yet to even ken her name. Why else?”

“Wenches walk into your life ever, toad prince. Your path is littered with them. You walk on them. What difference does one more make?”

He drew back a fraction, giving her enough space to breathe, and looked at her strangely. “This one is verra odd, though. Verra.”

“Why? This one does na’ fall at your feet and worship the ground you stand atop?”

He grinned. The dimples came out in full force. Sybil fought the blush of reaction and cursed it at the same time. It was horrible.

“Na’ yet, mayhap,” he replied.

“Oooh.” The word came out before she could prevent it. She watched him glance to the bow shape her mouth made as she said it, and then he moved his gaze back to hers. There was nothing for it. Arrogance such as he was filled with was just asking for a set-down…begging for it: putting it right out there for her to do something about it.

Sybil smiled slyly and lifted a shoulder. “Shall we make a challenge of it, my handsome toad prince?” she asked.

She got one dark eyebrow quirked up again in a high arch. That particular ability was uncommon and of little use. Unless one were as overblessed with physical attributes as this man had been. Then it was obviously put to use, whenever he wished, and on any number of unsuspecting females. The unsettled feeling she’d been harboring since meeting him knotted into a ball in her belly and started pounding with the annoyance of it. He was obnoxious and completely unaware of what fate was about to deal him.

“A challenge?”

“Last one standing…wins,” she told him.

“Nae,” he answered. “I have a better challenge.”

“There is naught better,” she replied in disbelief.

“Then I’ll use my words for it. First one on their back…loses.”

The way he said the last words had an angry tremor traveling from the bottom of her spine, up over her head, across her nose, and flitting from there right to each nipple, making them hard and sensitive and horribly aroused right in front of him. And he knew it! She watched him look there and smile. A slow, seductive smile, so practiced he was probably known by it as well.

Sybil had never felt an emotion so akin to hate, but suspected that what was happening to her was close to it. She’d never felt such anger and malice. She was very near to shaking with it.

“Agreed,” she replied.

“What?” He moved his gaze from contemplation of her breasts and met her eyes again.


“I agree to this contest of yours.”

“Contest?”

Not only was he a wretch, but he couldn’t think, either? “Aye. Contest. Of wits. Now stand aside. I have chores. They will na’ get done if I stand in a hall being bothered by you.”

“You admit to being bothered, do you?”

She swallowed. “I admit nothing. Here.”

He was watching as she pulled a ball of twine from an inner fold of her cloak. She always carried a small ball of it. Such a thing was of many uses when gathering, checking, and securing things. “Help me.”

“What is it you’re about?” he asked.

“Measuring.”

“Measuring,” he replied in the same even tone she was using.

“Work is being done on this tower. I have the chore of overseeing it and putting it into place. I need measurements for such a thing. If you waylay me, at least make yourself useful.”

“How long am I to hold it?”

“Dinna’ fash, toad prince. I’ll return when I’ve made the measure. Can you do this?”

“Hold one end of a ball of string?” he asked in an incredulous tone. This time both of his eyebrows were lifted.

“We’ll move to more difficult chores once I see how well you handle this one. So. Can you?”

In answer, he plucked the ball from her hand, pulled the end free, and handed the twine back to her. Sybil held it loosely in her palm, allowing it to unwind as she went down the spiral of stairs, trying very hard not to skip. She didn’t look back. She was afraid she’d giggle.







Chapter Three



This wench was going to be the toughest yet. Ever.

No wonder his cousin had offered such a sum of gold to gain her heart—and then do what he did best once he had it. Walk away. He should have expected such a wench when Myles Magnus Donal had broken through the side wall of Lord Shrewsbury’s dungeon in order to free Vincent. He really should have suspected such a trick when he got the challenge that came along with his freedom. Find the littlest Eschon lady, make her thrill for love of him, and then make certain she suffered heartburning. He was to leave. They’d pay him all the gold he could carry if he did so. Which was stupid. That’s what he always did. Exactly like he always did. And then Myles had made the task even more intriguing with the formidable qualification that Vincent had to do it without physical means.

They wished him to get a wench to fall in love with him without benefit of touch? Good thing Vincent knew exactly the scope of his talents. Any other man would have thanked them for the freedom, turned down the challenge, and walked away. Not him. They’d made it illicit, intriguing, and irresistible.

Now he realized he’d been shammed. Completely. He should have known Myles hadn’t changed. The Donal laird always won at any contest. Vincent should have remembered that.

Vincent ran the entire length of their castle curtain wall twice before he dared face the wench again. There was emotion fueling his frame and filling his chest. He had to get it under control before he met her again. The little wench had stirred his passion, all right. She’d angered him to the point he had to physically work it out. That wasn’t supposed to happen.

The run wasn’t easy going. Chunks of masonry had fallen or been chiseled off in what looked like continual repair, and the boulders had to be dodged or jumped. Vincent increased his stride rather than take a cautionary pace. Fading light made it difficult, and that required instantaneous reaction. Which was exactly what he needed.

He wasn’t angry. Never. Anger was one of the things he made others feel. It gave him the edge he needed. Anyone losing their temper lost. He’d learned that so long ago it was ingrained. Besides, the physical exertion was helping the return of feeling to the arm and shoulder that had grown numb from hours of standing in a hall holding a piece of twine that lifted every so often throughout time that had lengthened into afternoon. He hadn’t known until he’d given up and followed the string that she’d tied it to a door in order to give him the impression there was a real body at the other end of it.

He stopped pumping his legs, more for lack of ability to continue than anything else, and took great gulps of rain-laden air. The Eschon castle was a large, rambling structure. They appeared to be renovating it and had a massive amount of work still to do. He could see chinks of light glowing from spots where it wasn’t supposed to. If light could get out, then elements could get in. As could any number of other vices, such as an enemy’s battering ram, foul weather, the black death…vermin.

He was also sending word to the Donal clan that he needed more gold. This particular assignment was going to cost more. A lot more. He’d had a running love bet since he was a cocksure youth and a braggart and found that both of those things created anger in others. It was too late to take it back now…any of it. He didn’t lament it. It actually kept him employed at times. Besides, it was easy pay. All he had to do was clean up, use a skean on his facial hair, don a feile-breacan, and pull back his hair. That, and use the gifts God had given him. It was easy. There wasn’t a wench he couldn’t charm and win. And then leave.

Vincent was an expert at the challenge of a lass’s heart. He also had a perfect win ratio. This particular wench must have annoyed someone to the end of endurance to wish her such ill will, though. He could well imagine what she’d done. But they’d forgotten to add a few things when he’d been offered the bet. Things like how odd she was, how prickly her temperament, how sharp her tongue, how quick her wit…and the worse. The wench was sharp, as well.

Vincent blew the sigh out hard, shoving the air back up his nose with the strength of it, and unstrapped the rawhide tie from his upper arm in order to pull his hair back. Such a thing as rock climbing was better done without things like blowing hair and stinging sweat in your eyes. Then he approached the outer wall, found a handhold, and started climbing.

It wasn’t for exercise or to create more mass and brawn. He didn’t need either. Muscle had been gifted to him from birth, almost. He rarely had to do more than bed a wench or take a run to keep toned and fit. He had enough mass and strength to survive on the list if he was challenged. That’s all he needed. He was no great fighter, but if he used his wits he didn’t need to be. He used tests of physical endurance because it helped him think, plan, strategize.


Exactly as he was doing now.

There were large, fist-sized outcroppings of masonry sticking out in a haphazard fashion on the outer wall, making it an easy thing to find a toehold, fingerhold, and then another. It was such child’s play that when he reached the crenellations, he decided to make it more difficult by ignoring the fact that he had legs. Vincent hauled himself into a crenel with upper-body strength alone and lay in the cusp of it, letting the stone caress where his stomach was pounding blood through his entire body as he felt success at overcoming that particular challenge.

This wench was very smart. They’d forgotten to warn him about that. That was going to cost them.

And then a sword blade chilled the skin of his exposed neck.

 

Lady Eschon was having another fest. She had them often, and it made her temperament such that everyone benefited. That’s what came of surviving a husband who hadn’t spared his fists or his anger, but who’d left a large treasury to his spouse after his death. And it came from having a stepdaughter that would oversee it all, without being tasked to it or paid. Sybil was an expert at enhancing their fare, using her herbs to create a mellow mood after the last of the puddings had been carted away and the fresh fruit was being served.

Fruit was best served with a selection of soft and hard cheeses, and wine. Always, Lady Eschon served wines and ales of such a deep, dark color that all in the glen sung their praises. That was also due to Sybil. She’d taken over the brewery as well. She had each keg marked and sealed, and wouldn’t allow a single one to be opened until it had reached the proper age. Such things as being the unseen hand behind everything that happened in the keep was granting her a warm bed and a guarantee of a place where she no longer had blood ties. The Lady Eschon didn’t realize the reason her bastard stepdaughter was behind the creature comforts of the castle. But she didn’t need to. She just enjoyed the benefit.

Sybil directed serfs about their chores, making certain the hot food was served with a bit of steam, the pastries had the perfect browning to their crusts, and the cheeses had the proper bite to them, just as she did every eve after a day of selecting the ingredients, overseeing the cooking of the chosen menu, and the serving of it.

This evening she accompanied more than one dish into the great hall, where floor rushes were scattered, beginning at the fireplace, across the floor in the checkerboard pattern Sybil favored, with dried, yellowed rushes alternating with fresh green ones. It was less wasteful and more colorful as well. She also oversaw the removal of each dish before the next was brought in. That sort of organization created less havoc in the kitchens and less litter and mess after the meal was cleared away and the dancing had begun.

It was the same nearly every night. Eschon Castle was a model of hospitality and warmth and companionship. Tonight the menu was roast boar. It had been turning on a spit throughout the day. Sybil walked behind the servers, listening to the applause as it was presented. That was also her doing. She’d found that if one was focused on food and enjoyment, then one was more ready to loosen one’s purse strings to make certain it continued. And having loose purse strings at her control was another good part of life as Lady Eschon’s stepdaughter.

The boar, surrounded by a selection of squashes and fruits, was lying in a prone position on a huge wooden platter that required four men to tote it. It was shiny with a cherry-honey glaze of Sybil’s own creation, while little buds of sage poked out in a scrollwork pattern that she’d done herself.

She was rather proud of it, and that’s why she accompanied it. Not to continually scan the hall for the man that was missing. And to wonder where he’d gone to, since the string of twine was gone, and so was he, when she went to dress for sup and had passed the spot where she’d left him.

That was odd. Sybil glanced about. He wasn’t attending the banquet. She checked again just for good measure. It wasn’t her issue, anyway. He must have given up. That was good. Lady Eschon was a very pleasant mistress since her husband had suffered an attack and then lingered before his death. She was loose with her purse strings, her praise, and her household. Sybil didn’t want anything changing that.

The boar was devoured at a rate that had her moving quickly to get the haggis served, as well as the blood pudding that would accompany it. Sybil was in the kitchens, directing the placement of each grape cluster, when she heard the sound of guardsman’s boots and an accompanying drumbeat. Everyone in the kitchen crowded into the hall to see why. Sybil sighed in resignation. The pudding was best served in a solid form, which wouldn’t happen if they let it sit too long. She had to follow and find out what was so disruptive, and then she had to get the serfs back to serving, and then she had to get the cheeses sliced. Then everything about her stilled.

It was the blond fellow. She saw the top of his head. The rest of him was hidden by the mass of bodies surrounding him. But from the look of things, he wasn’t walking. Sybil pushed through the crowd, making her way to the area in front of Lady Eschon’s table, since that’s where the guardsmen had stopped and were holding this Vincent fellow, who dangled limply between them. And if they’d damaged one bit of his perfect face, she was going to make sure someone paid!

Sybil clapped a hand to her own mouth at the instant and immediate thought, and wondered where such a horrid impulse had come from.

“What is this?” Lady Eschon asked.

“We caught him, my lady. On the wall.”

“Doing what, pray tell?”


“Entering the castle. Sneaking his way in.”

“There are easier ways to enter the castle. Was he armed?”

“Nae.”

“Lift his head. Let me see.”

He wasn’t conscious, because he’d been hit. There was a bit of discoloration on his forehead, but little else. She felt her back loosen as she saw the lack of damage to his face, and hadn’t even known until then that she’d stiffened.

“For that, you beat him?” Lady Eschon’s voice was rising. As was her body. Everyone watched it.

“We had nae choice, my lady. He fought us.”

Fought them? Sybil doubted that. This man wasn’t a fighter. A thief, braggart, and lover, yes. Fighter? Never. She watched as Lady Eschon moved around the table and approached where he was hanging, his size making the woman look even smaller. Sybil held her breath.

“Oh my. My. My. What…a man,” the lady of the house purred. She reached out to touch, and then run a fingernail down, one of the unconscious man’s arms.

The immediate reaction in Sybil’s own body was frightening. Her heart thudded once before assuming a rapid pace. She felt a knot form in her throat and a prickling behind her eyes. Sybil hadn’t realized she cared so much for the Lady Eschon. She didn’t want this man near her stepmother. She had to clasp her hands together to keep from making fists of them. As it was, her fingers clenched together into a great knot in front of her.

“Sybil?”

Lady Eschon had turned and was calling for her. There was nothing for it. Sybil gulped around the lump in her throat, stepped forward, and bowed her head. “My lady?”

“Put this man in your care and make him well. I wish to ken what he’s doing here…and why. I also wish to see him when he is conscious and I can converse civilly with him. And keep these fellows from harming him further.”


What? Sybil was absolutely amazed she hadn’t said the word aloud. She didn’t want the care of him! She wanted to torment and tease him and give him a very large dose of his own concocting. She didn’t want to make him well.

Lady Eschon was walking back to her chair at her dining table, dismissing the entire episode as she giggled with one of the new neighbors. Such a thing happened when crofters were allowed back onto the rocky fells of land that the Lady Eschon watched over. The lady had even allowed land tracts to be fenced in and cultivated, creating tenants to oversee. And flirting, entertaining, and romping with other landowners was the prime reason she’d done it.

“Where are the puddings? Wasn’t that next?”

Lady Eschon was back in her place, waving an arm to continue the feast, and Sybil was left to contend with the trouble. Starting with where to place the blond man. He was still being held aloft by three guardsman, none of whom appeared to find it an easy chore.

Sybil reached out a finger, put it beneath his chin, and lifted it. When the weight proved too much, she had to move nearer until she could feel each breath as it left him and lit on her. She also knew he was conscious. Probably had been through the entire exchange.

She hid the knowledge before anyone else saw it, and stepped back. “Take him to the tower,” she ordered.

“With the Eschon bed in it?”

Where her half sister Kendran had come to such joy she’d glowed with it? Sybil stood rooted. Never.

She shook her head and was already turning back to the kitchen. “Nae. Take him to my tower.”

“But—the pet.” One of the guardsman was speaking, but it was clear they all wanted to.

“Leave him at the door. On the floor outside my room. There are clean rushes. Just go.” She waved her hand and went back to control the kitchen.

 


The floors appeared to have been constructed better than the walls.

Vincent ran his eyes along the fitted stone at his nose as he waited. It also smelled pleasant, with the odor of fresh greens scattered about and something he couldn’t put a scent to. Something…forbidden and heated. He reached out and traced a line where they’d matched the hall-floor stone slabs together. There wasn’t much to recommend the walls, however. If he squinted with one eye he could see tiny pinpricks of starlight coming from chinks in it.

He was probably in luck that it was harvest season and, therefore, warm. Vincent rolled onto his back. The wench was taking an unconscionable amount of time in seeing to him. He already knew where he was and how to get there. That’s what came of snooping about the entire keep while any guardsmen had been too drunk to notice. He’d thought them slack. He reached up to touch the slight bump on his forehead. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

They’d put a new roof on recently, it appeared. It looked to be sealed using birdlime from their own dovecote. He could see the streaks of white where it plastered the thin planks of wood together. Older roofs wouldn’t have such distinctive streaking, since fire smoke darkened ceiling timbers within a couple of seasons. Maybe sooner.

He saw the shimmer of light touching the beams above him and shut his eyes, modulated his breathing, and listened for her.

“Get up.”

Vincent groaned.

“I already ken your sham play. Get up.”

He lifted his head slowly and blinked as if to bring her into focus. She had her skirts lifted with one hand, showing a glimpse of well-turned ankle, a candle held high in the other hand, and a slight pout to those raspberry-shaded lips. Vincent blinked away the instant comparison and swallowed.

“What…play?” he asked in a feeble tone.

“A blow such as you got could na’ have rendered such weakness.”

“How would you ken?” he asked.

“Brawny men such as you are na’ that weak,” she replied.

He grinned, caught it at her instant comprehension, and sobered. “You just called me brawny,” he replied.

“Get up,” she ordered again.

“What will I get if I do?”

A sigh of exasperation. That’s what he got. Vincent kept the amusement inside his belly this time. Deep inside where she wouldn’t see it. He sat, put his fists against the floor, and sprang into a semicrouch. He was rewarded with her involuntary stumble backward from him. That was almost as entertaining as her indrawn gasp. He stood, towering over her, and watched the candle flame waver slightly before she had it under control again.

“What do you wish of me now?” he asked when she did nothing save look up at him.

“Your departure,” she answered.

“Forgive me, fair maid, but I must decline.”

The wench was choking. That was gratifying, but it was against type. He already had her kind plotted out, and for her to show a reaction to him wasn’t right. She was a man-hater. He’d met them before. They were sheathed in ice, but they eventually melted. And when they did…

He licked his lips at the thought and waited for her next ploy.

“Why?” she asked finally.

“I’ve na’ yet received what I came for.”

“Is that why you pretended to an injury?”

“I am injured,” he replied.


“Na’ so much as all that.”

He grunted. “True…but what woman can resist a wounded man? Especially one looking as I do?” he asked.

She huffed out what sounded like a curse. “Vanity? I have to suffer vanity, too?”

“Too?” he asked.

“Along with misspent charm, illogical reasoning, a lying tongue, and a brawny frame that is constantly being put on display.”

He grinned. He couldn’t help it. “You called me brawny. Again.”

“Do you own a full wardrobe?”

“What’s wrong with this one?”

“A shirt. Do you own one?”

“Mayhap,” he returned.

“Where is it?”

“Why?”

“So you’ll don it, of course.”

“Hmm. The lady of the house dinna’ seem to mind.”

“How would you ken? You had your eyes closed.”

She knew that? Vincent felt the satisfaction pump through him with the next three or four heartbeats. He knew exactly what it was. The little wench was warming to him. And here he’d thought she’d be a challenge.

“Ears that are open sometimes ken more than eyes do. And her tone said she found much to her satisfaction,” he answered.

“Wondrous. You’re a spy as well?”

“I use my senses and you call it spying? Verra well. I spy. What of it?”

“Are you sufficiently recovered then?”

“For what?”

“Seeing the back of your arse as you leave,” she answered crossly.

“What will I get if I were to do so,…Sybil?”


She sucked for a breath. Vincent watched it as well as heard it.

“What do you want?” she finally managed.

“An introduction will do for a start.”

“You’re in the keep. My stepmother is bemused and interested. I dinna’ ken what else you need.”

“The female in you would,” he replied.

Her silver-gray eyes flashed up at him, showing the ire she was hiding. He pursed his lips.

“Come along, then. Let’s test your wound.”

“T’isn’t much. As you already ken. But…I am at your mercy. Be gentle, fair maid.”

She didn’t answer, but her movements did it for her. He watched her fumble in her cloak to pull a large, unwieldy-looking key from somewhere in the folds of it, and then she was shoving it into the lock with more force than was necessary. He couldn’t help the grin, and then he was gasping with the size of the animal that slammed against his chest and backed him up fully two steps, pinning him against the wall with a paw to each side of his head and a mouth full of hot breath and wicked-looking teeth at his nose.

“Dinna’ let him move, Waif.” She whispered it so softly he almost didn’t catch the wolf’s name. And then she shut the door, leaving him with a man-killer in the hall.







Chapter Four



Vincent tried everything in his repertoire that he could think of. Nothing moved the light gold stare of the wolf from contemplation of what a tasty bite he would be. If such an animal had thoughts, it was clear what they were. The only thing it wasn’t doing was licking its lips. Waif didn’t have to bait or trap his prey. He already had it. Vincent looked to where his boots were being caressed by hot breath from the animal reclining right in the center of the hall, and the animal stared right back.

It was more than he expected.

When she’d first shut the door, Vincent had actually felt a tremor of something resembling fear. He hadn’t even a skean on him, and even if he did, he couldn’t reach it. The animal wasn’t allowing him any movement. Not at first. Not until enough time had passed that his ears had started buzzing with keeping his breathing modulated and his eyes from betraying emotion. The animal had finally dropped onto all fours, prowled a bit in a circular motion, and then sat…right in the center of the hall.

The animal gave him an area by the wall roughly equivalent to his body length. It hadn’t done more than blink once when Vincent slid onto his haunches to give his legs a rest from their trembling. There was sweat soaking his palms where he rubbed them on his plaide. And his belly rumbled, too, telling of its displeasure at missing the feast he’d barely had time to smell.

He had to do it…although he didn’t want to. He had to give the little wench this exchange as well. She was rapidly and markedly getting beneath his skin, and that wasn’t what he’d bargained for. When he’d bargained. Vincent sat and thought. He’d been offered his freedom from that dungeon and offered good food and employment. He hadn’t had much to think over.

Vincent moved away from the wall a bit to scratch at where a stone was rubbing at his lower back. The animal moved its head slightly toward him. Vincent sighed. It was a good thing he hadn’t put a time frame on this endeavor.

“I was na’ escaping,” he said aloud and watched in disbelief as the animal nodded its head. Twice. And looked a tad less attentive.

Vincent studied the wolf. Then he spoke again, using the same tone as he would if addressing another man. “I was just settling myself. Against this cursed rock. ’Tis nae much more.” He shimmied into a more comfortable position, sliding along the wall until he was reclining on his side. He was studiously ignoring how the movement scraped the skin above his knee and onto his upper thigh as the kilt didn’t move with his motion and the slate of the floor beneath the rushes wasn’t smoothed.

The wolf made the same motion, only it moved until it was on its front and cooling its belly with the rock.

“Na’ much for creature comfort is it?” Vincent asked, still in the same companionable voice but feeling a total fool.

The animal responded with a low whine in its throat.

“And even less for sustenance.”

The wolf growled again.


“And the smells. They’ve cooked a huge banquet below, and what? They let us starve?”

The wolf huffed that time. Vincent had never had a conversation with an animal, but it was better than envisioning the death grip of his throat in those teeth.

“Well? Do we receive a platter? Do you ken?”

Another huff.

“They make you share my punishment? Well, that’s hardly fair.” He couldn’t help it. There’s was no one about, and the hint of injured male pride crept into his voice. He probably sounded like he was whining.

The animal eased a bit toward him in response, moving along the shale floor. Vincent held his breath.

“Methinks wenches have had the upper hand for overlong in this keep. This is what I’ve decided. What say you, Waif, fellow? We agreed?”

The animal got closer, breathed a bit on his leg, and then leapt to its feet, snarling and snapping foam-flecked teeth. Vincent damn near screamed and would have if his heart hadn’t been blocking his throat.

It wouldn’t have been heard over the huge clatter of a dropped wooden serving platter, followed by the crash of a tankard, with the resultant foaming mess of spilled ale, and the sharp cry of the servant carrying them as he took in the scene.

Vincent moved his eyes to the end of the hall. It was the only part of him he dared move.

“Is—was that my sup?” he asked, stopping after the first word to lower his voice back within the masculine range.

“Aye,” the serf whispered.

“And…what was it…to have been?” Vincent could still feel hot breath against his calves from the wolf, but it wasn’t reacting to his words. It was more than he’d counted on—and he stored that information for later use.

“The boar is gone. So I’ve brought a joint of mutton. Bread. Gravy. Cabbage. A melon. There was…also ale. Freshly drawn. I did it myself.”

“Sounds…pleasant. Smells…better. Did you bring a blade with it?”

“A blade?”

Vincent breathed a sigh hard enough to lift any stray hairs at his forehead if they hadn’t been plastered to his skin with sweat.

“To control this beast.”

“Nae!”

The lad was horrified. It sounded in his voice.

“Verra well, then. Did you bring me a leg of that mutton?”

“Oh. Aye.”

“Good. Toss it here.”

“What?”

“I said, toss it.”

“It’s been in the rushes, Sir! It’s na’ worth eating.”

Vincent’s mouth quirked before he could help it. The wolf didn’t react. “’Tis na’ for me, but a bribe.”

“Bribe?”

This time Vincent did look to the roof of their tower hall. Then returned his gaze to the yellow one at eye level to him, since he was still on his backside and the wolf hadn’t moved. “For the animal. Do you see anyone else about?”

“Lady Sybil’s pet does na’ ken bribes, sir.”

“Have you ever tried one?”

There was silence except for what was probably his tankard as it found step after step in its descent. Vincent slid his glance to where the serf stood, pondering his words as if they merited such. The entire keep was full of fools, he was rapidly deciding.

“Well?” Vincent continued.

“She has na’ used her pet on me afore. I would have nae need.”

“Then toss me a joint!”

Waif turned, and they both watched as the servant gingerly picked up a leg and flung it. A splat of sound accompanied its deflection off the opposing wall before it rolled to a stop near Waif’s back leg. The wolf didn’t move. Vincent didn’t move. Nothing seemed to be moving except the tankard as it resounded from the bottom of the stairwell.

“It does na’ work,” the serf said.

“My thanks, good man. Could you bring me more sup, then?” Vincent asked it with the same modulated tone he’d been using. Waif blinked and turned back to watch Vincent.

“If he does na’ take a bribe now, why would he take it later, sir?”

Vincent blew a huge sigh. He could have sworn the wolf did the same, but that was just fanciful, and Vincent had never been one for fancy. Thieving, lying, cheating, womanizing, self-appreciation, and contentment, yes. Fancy—never.

“A new sup for me. Since you have ruined mine.”

“Oh.” The serf started backing away, the scrape of leather shoe sole loud between Waif’s breaths.

“Wait!”

Vincent was as amazed at his daring as the serf was, although Waif didn’t move. Vincent swallowed the fear down and continued. “If you check the stables at the end stall, you’ll find a horse. Wearing blue and black colors. With a bridle of silver. Can you search out this horse for me?”

“Is it yours?”

Nae. ’Tis the wolf’s. Vincent almost said the instant retort. He swallowed around the words right on his tongue. He had to. If this lad was the only thing he had for an accomplice, it wouldn’t do to alienate him. Yet.

“Aye. All of it, even the sword and shield. There will be a saddle near it. With bags. Two of them. With my initials sewn into the sides. V.E.D. In stained hemp.”

Vincent stopped for a moment in fond remembrance of the lass who’d done the stitching and the payment she’d received. If he wasn’t mistaken, it looked like Waif appreciated it, too. Vincent cleared his throat and glanced again at the serf. “Can you find these?”

“I am na’ a squire, sir. I dinna ken if I’ll be allowed near the stable or na.”

“You have to be a squire to attend the stables? What manner of castle is this?”

“’Tis the Lady Sybil’s order, sir.”

“I suppose I should have kenned that already.” It was obvious the Lady Sybil was in charge of everything—and holding her reins with fear. For the first time, Vincent felt himself warm a bit at this assignment. The lass needed a comeuppance. He was the one to give it to her. That was certain.

“What?” the servant replied.

“You look stout enough. I think you can do it.”

“Do what, Sir?”

“Hie over to the stables, find the horse I have described, and fetch me one of the bags. His name is Gleason. He answers to that.”

“I hardly think so, sir!”

“Why na?” Vincent asked, still in the same patient, modulated tone.

“If I snuck out to the stables to do what you ask, that’s one thing. Getting a bag back in and up here to you? I’d be noticed. I’d be caught.”

“Why? Am I na’ allowed my own bag?”

The serf made an impatient grunt. “Nae. I am na’ allowed in the stables. I would be caught. I would be sent to other labors. I’ve barely made it above status of the latrine, Sir. I’m na’ willing to risk it.”

Vincent caught the smile. That lad was self-serving, too. That bode well. He understood selfishness best of all. Vincent eased a hand down to his lower leg, fishing for a moment in his sock for a bit of silver and sliding it up his flesh until he could palm it without the wolf noting. It didn’t work. It was as if the animal was watching and seeing everything in order to report later to his mistress. Vincent mentally shook off that fancy as well.

“I dinna need the entire bag, my good man. I only need my fipple. Can you fetch that for me? It will be in one bag. The smaller one.”

“A what?”

“My reed. ’Tis a long tube that I’ve notched holes in. For making music. Can you find it and bring it? Perhaps with my next sup?”

“I na’ certain….”

The lad’s voice trailed off as he saw the coin held between Vincent’s two fingers as he moved them slightly so the silver caught what light there was.

“My fipple. And the bag it’s in?” Vincent said.

“Done.”

The lad was moving for the stairs, although he was backing at first, before turning to run. His steps betrayed either his fear of the animal or his lust for the silver. Either way, he was a man after Vincent’s own heart, and that helped right the powers in his world again.

Then Waif moved away, nosed the meat joint, and started eating, delicately tearing pieces with teeth that could take out a man’s throat. Vincent watched him for a bit and then eased his feet beneath him. The animal ignored him for the most part. Vincent lifted into a crouch, balancing on the balls of his feet for a moment before attempting to rise. The moment he rose above a certain size, the animal was looking, and with grease shining on its teeth looked more devilish than ever. Vincent eased back onto his haunches, and the wolf went back to eating.

He tried again, slower this time. The moment his height exceeded a certain point on the wall, the wolf was looking. Not threatening, just looking until Vincent went back to a crouch. Again he rose, at the same speed, and to the same point. And got the exact same reaction from the wolf.


Vincent slid a fraction higher, and the wolf reacted, turning so quickly and violently that Vincent’s collapse onto his backside wasn’t graceful or anything other than exactly what it was: his legs going weak and giving out on him. Vincent had to consciously control the quivering of limbs that he’d worked into a surfeit of muscle and brawn—and adding to that was the queasy reaction in the pit of his belly. He was appalled at his cowardice and lack of luck. Being held prisoner by a wolf? Nobody outside this keep would believe it. And he was beginning to think that no amount of pay was worth this.

It took some time to get his breathing back to normal and his heart to dull from the powerful thud it had been hampering him with. Vincent watched the wolf attack and demolish the joint of meat, until the snap of bone showed the point he’d reached. And each time, Vincent felt an odd leap of his pulse as he realized it could very well be his bones receiving the crushing pressure. This trained pet of hers was a better jailer than any Sassenach brute he’d met.

“Tasty, is it?” Vincent finally asked.

The animal growled slightly and started licking along the edge of its bone.

“You do ken that she’ll pay for this?” Vincent asked.

The wolf huffed with what could be amusement. The animal had every right—if it were mortal and had the ability to think. Vincent’s threats were idle and a waste of breath. They were doing what he needed them to, though. They seemed to have a calming effect on the animal, and using his voice was giving him a sense of courage. Which was worse than odd. Vincent Erick Danzel had never been accused of being unmanly and frightened.

Until now.

“I was promised gold. As much as I can carry. You ken what for?”


The wolf didn’t respond, although it did stop the loud slurp of each tongue lap on the bone and seemed to wait.

“To take her…heart. Make her love me.”

The wolf growled. Vincent smiled slightly.

“And then to leave her.”

The wolf was on its feet and snapping at him from just beyond his tucked-under ankles. Vincent pursed his lips and hoped it hid the way they trembled.

“That’s right, Waif, old fellow. I’m to just go. Never look back. Leave her…to her heartburnings. All of them. And I’m to make certain she has plenty of them and that they’re strong. What say you to that?”

The animal came closer, looming right over his bent knees and breathing hot, mutton-scented breath at Vincent’s nose. There was a moment when Vincent wondered if his heart was going to make it to the next beat, and then it decided it would with a thud so strong it pained his throat. Vincent swallowed around the obstruction.

“Ho! I’ve go it!”

The serf was back. Vincent hadn’t heard the lad’s approach over the force of his pulse combined with the growl that was emanating from Waif. But he didn’t need to hear anything. The wolf’s reaction was telling him of it. He realized what it was about now as the beast started snarling and snapping and looking altogether like he was starved and hadn’t just eaten a large joint of meat. The animal was acting out his role…for the effect.

“Jesu!”

The serf said it for him, and Vincent turned what was probably a sickly smile toward the lad.

“You have my fipple?” he asked without making much sound.

“Aye.” The lad held up the flute, and Vincent closed his eyes for a moment. It cleared the sheen of moisture on them, as well as hiding the weakness from everybody, including himself.

“Pitch it at me. Be perfect with the aim, lad.”

The serf did an underhanded toss, and it was so well-aimed that it landed in the sling of material made by the kilt between Vincent’s knees.

“I—I’m going to need some…bread,” Vincent managed to say.

“I’ve nae time for a second platter yet, sir,” the serf explained.

“Did you na’ bring it with the first?”

“Oh. Aye. Black bread. Baked this morn. Tasty. But dust-covered now.”

“Toss it this way.”

“There’s a pat of butter, as well.”

“I will na’ need butter.”

“’Tis more palatable with butter, sir.”

“I’m using it for a blockage, lad. At the end of my reed.”

“You block it?”

“Aye. Takes the sound and lowers it a span.”

“It does?”

“Aye. And I dinna wish this beast tearing at my throat if he is na’ fond of high-pitched sounds. You ken?”

“Bread. On its way!”

The boy’s aim wasn’t as good this time, and the half loaf of bread glanced off Waif’s nose and landed in the gloom beyond them. The wolf reacted, reaching the spot the lad had been in with one powerful spring of its body. The lad’s scream would have been amusing if Vincent hadn’t been in a full-out lunge after the bread loaf and getting back to his assigned spot before Waif returned. He barely made it, and watched as the wolf assimilated what had occurred and why. Vincent knew that was what was happening, too, as the beast looked at the reed he held in one hand and the loaf of bread in the other.


“Will you be wanting a piece?” Vincent asked.

The wolf sat back on its haunches and tipped its head.

“You can have the crust. I’ve nae need of it. I’ve all I need…right…here.”

Vincent was scooping out the soft innards of the loaf and compacting it into a dense plug about the size of his thumb. He eyed it once or twice for measurement purposes and knew the animal was watching him. He was also using the time to work his hands and fingers. He needed them warm and limber, not frozen and stiff with fright.

He was also going to need a bit of moisture in his mouth, or at least enough to wet his lips, but his mouth hadn’t been helping with that for some time. It was dry as dust. Vincent sucked some spittle into existence, tongued it along the top of his flute, and began.

Vincent liked to think he was a master of several things, but music had always been his real talent. Very few knew that, and he liked it that way. Such a thing made a man seem weak, easily manipulated, and soulful. None of which he could afford to be. He closed his eyes to whatever the wolf was demonstrating and ran through a series of easy melodies he’d created over the years. Then he launched into the more melodious, difficult ones, moving his fingers with rapidity and stealth all along the series of holes carved in the top and bottom of his fipple flute. The other thing the bread plug was good for was muting his music. He really didn’t want an audience. Not yet. His expertise at some things was better kept hidden.

Vincent finished one of his fast, wild songs, and cracked open an eye. Waif was on the opposite side of the hall, had his head down beneath his paws, and was acting for all the world like an assault had just taken place on his ears. Vincent cracked a smile and started again, this time with one of the slow, sad, emotional songs that always started a trill of sensation down his spine. Such a thing was better kept hidden as well.

It wasn’t until he was on the second stanza that he realized the wolf was howling along with him in an off-key fashion. Vincent opened his eyes on the creature, this time lifting its throat and letting loose the most mournful notes he’d yet heard. Vincent had a difficult time keeping the tune flowing with the combination of amusement at the wolf’s antics and the sorrow the music always created in him.

He was afraid he wasn’t successful. He realized it as the last note died away, leaving him sniffing back emotion and the animal looking at him with wet eyes as well. And then he heard the sound of her door closing.







Chapter Five



Sybil fought her increased pulse and the odd constriction in her throat as she leaned on the door, looking at it as if for the first time. That man—the one so annoyingly steeped in his own importance and bounty—had just produced the most amazing, soulful music. She’d been afraid when he stopped that he’d see her openmouthed gape. Nobody saw that much emotion from her and hadn’t for years.

It was by her own decree. She’d set that standard for herself when her mother had first dumped her at the keep’s doorstep when she was but three. She hadn’t known then why.

She knew now. Bastardy was an embarrassment for all concerned.

Sybil sighed, blinked the door back to its normal wood grain, and turned toward the fire and the little pot that was simmering on a hook above it. It smelled delicious. It was supposed to. She’d been brewing a bit of dandelion and boar fat into a gravy to go with his sup, one that would gain him nothing but a loose lower belly and a wish for oblivion. The desire to harm was gone now. He had too much soul, even if he didn’t know it. He had to. Anybody who could elicit the warm tones that had felt like an embrace was taking place couldn’t be the lowest soulless wretch. Stupid, yes…but not soulless.

Sybil took the pot to the oriel window and tipped the vessel, letting gravy run down the haphazard joining of tower stones, just like she’d done with most of her concoctions. When the liquid reached the ground, it would either create more of the dead earth where nothing would grow, or add to the bit of grass that was such a vivid shade of green it had caused more than one onlooker to stop and stare. They didn’t know that was how Sybil had discovered the concoction that was dripped into the soil for the best garden yield.

Trial and error.

She paused in her musings. Giving anything harmful to this Vincent fellow fell into the error category now, after his musical demonstration. Sybil would have sighed as she continued pouring, but it would be wasted. Emotions weren’t for her. Such things were worthless. She’d seen too much of other’s heartburnings to ever wish such a thing for herself. She was unwanted, unloved, and free of worldly goods. It was a good thing she was useful.

Sybil knocked the last bit of stewed dandelion leaves from her pot and wiped it clean.

Her chamber door trembled, alerting her more from the motion of rattling against her door latch than the actual knocking sound.

He knocked? And Waif allowed it? That wasn’t good. Sybil put the pot down, wiped both hands down the sides of her skirt, and crossed to her door. She didn’t know what was wrong with the man. Any male possessing the brawn, handsomeness, charm, and musical soul of this one had options available to him. He probably had property as well. He was everything that shouldn’t be interested in a dowerless, plain, illegitimate woman…and yet he still seemed to be. Still. Sybil crossed to her door, lifted the wood dowel, and opened it a slit.


“You are na’ following the role-play, my lady,” he said from a height she couldn’t achieve without standing on a chair. And then the wretch smiled.

From the width of the door and his stature, the effect of white teeth and the mysterious black color of his eyes was enough to make any lass tremble. It wasn’t entirely her fault when it happened to her, too. Sybil gulped away the excess moisture in her mouth to answer. “What role-play?” she asked.

“The one assigned us. This eve.”

“When?”

“I’ve been wounded. You’ve been assigned to heal me. That role-play.”

“You dinna look wounded,” she replied. He must have known she was shutting the door, for the moment she tried, there was a booted toe in the gap, and then the entire boot. Then he stopped and waited, holding the door open against the pressure of her weight. That didn’t last, for next he reached around the wood and gripped a hand at the level of her nose. Sybil toyed with putting her weight against the door and shoving, but that was illogical and would look stupid as well.

“Where is my wolf?” she asked, hoping the breathless tone of her voice wasn’t obvious.

That was a vain hope. She knew it as his lips widened into a smile again.

“I girded the fierce dragon in his own den and came out not only unharmed but as the victor. You should laud me.”

“Laud…you?”

The second word was separated from the first by the quick force of his shove against the door, pushing her back into the room like she was so much wheat chaff, and showing that Waif was happily engrossed in chewing on a large joint of what looked like cooked mutton. The wolf was even making smacking sounds as it licked at the joint.


“Laud. As in glorify, applaud, sing my name in dulcet tones for all posterity. Things such as that.”

“I canna’ sing,” she replied. Or tried to reply. She didn’t know what it sounded like. There was the oddest buzzing noise affecting her speech, and her heart was hammering almost enough to cover it over.

He was fully in her chamber now—something no man had ever attempted. Actually, she had to amend the thought, no one was ever in her chamber.

“’Tis a good thing I can, then. I’ll make up for your failings, fair wench.”

Fair wench? She was afraid of what the surge of heat through her breast signified, and knew it was a blush when heat hit her hairline and started little droplets of moisture there. She should have worn a wimple, she decided as he stood just inside her doorway observing everything.

Then his eyebrows lifted several times. “I thank you for inviting me into your chamber. ’Tis an honor few receive. Am I right?” He moved three steps farther into the room, making it look cluttered and small. Although it was cluttered, since she liked things about her—lots of things—it had never been small.

“I dinna’ invite you,” she replied and took a step back from him, much to her chagrin. She’d lost control of the situation. She didn’t even know how. It was as if this man had the key to her subconscious and was playing with it. Sybil had never felt at such a disadvantage, and Waif was no help. He’d betrayed her the moment he’d heard this man’s music.

Just as she’d done.

This Vincent put his hands on his hips, cocked his head up, and sniffed. “Have you been cooking? In here? That is na’ fair.”

“Na’ much is at the moment,” she replied.

He smiled, and it effectively stopped her enmity. She couldn’t win at any battle of wits if she let emotion in. Emotions swayed the outcome of any situation. They always did. She didn’t know what was the matter with her.


All she knew was she didn’t like it.

“Smells wondrous. What is it?” he asked.

“Gravy.”

“Do you have any left?”

She shook her head.

“That is na’ verra generous of you. I’m supposed to be in your care.”

“You are na’ supposed to be anywhere near me.”

He shook his head. Twice. “Na’ true. I heard the lady of the manor. You’re to make me well. How were you planning on doing this? With gravy?”

Sybil was starting to regret the odd weakness that had made her drain the mixture out the window, but that wasn’t any consolation. She didn’t know what was, though. This man had too many weapons at his disposal, and male presence was just one of them. As were the almost sensual looks he was giving from dark brown eyes, and the ease with which he put it all on display for her to view. He moved to fold immense, bared arms across his chest as he regarded her, making such a visual image of male perfection that she almost mouthed a sigh.

“You ken your way about a kitchen, do you?”

“What?” Sybil asked, and blinked. Several times. It didn’t help.

“You cook?” he continued.

“Oh. Aye. I cook. And I season.”

“Season?”

“With spices and herbs. To make the fare more tasty.”

“And is it?” he asked.

“I’m responsible for all the dishes served in the castle. Including the meat you have bribed my wolf with.” She couldn’t help the injured tone.

He grinned again. “Smarts a bit, does it?”

Sybil refused to answer. She hoped the tightening of her lips was the proper way to show that, but she didn’t know for certain.


“That’s what happens when you play with other’s lives and run across a master of it.”

“What?”

“You. Setting up things and playing with other’s lives and watching things happen. You. And me. Although I am a master at it.”

“You’re a master?”

“Look about. I am in your bedchamber, and you are na’ armed.”

“A woman does na’ need steel and wood to be armed.”

“What does she need?”

He’d prefaced the question with two steps toward her and lowered his voice at the same time. The shivers were horrid, the tightening in her nipples even more so, and the agitated breaths she was taking made it all so much worse.

Sybil realized she should have taken more than one step back, but there wasn’t much room left before she’d be banging up against one of the armoires she’d arranged about the room. That would have shown him that she felt threatened, which was sheer stupidity and obstinate besides. It was obvious she was feeling threatened.

She really should be doing more than breathing hard and looking up at him.

“You should na’ have unattached males in your chamber.”

At her gasp, he continued. “Actually, you should na’ have males in your chamber at all, attached or otherwise. ’Tis too much temptation.”

“You’re blind,” Sybil replied automatically.

One side of his mouth lifted. He took another step toward her, entering the space she needed for security, comfort, and protection. Except now. All she could think about now was the arcs of heat that seemed to be leaping from his body directly to hers. If she wanted to, she could swear she’d be able to touch them…and what was worse, they didn’t have far to travel.


He reached out and lifted a stray strand of hair off her shoulder. Sybil usually had it in two plaits on either side of her head, and then she wrapped those about the crown of her head to get the knee-length tresses out of her way and because it gave her much-needed height. She hadn’t had time to redo it this eve, and tendrils had escaped. She watched as he toyed with one, a mere handspan from her face.

“Well, I did take a blow to the head,” he said, finally.

Sybil snorted the giggle through her nose and made such a choked noise that he sobered. There was an instant release from the invisible thread keeping her tautly in place, and she slipped to the right of him and was over by her apothecary cabinet before he could react. The large, locked structure gave her a sense of comfort. Sybil put her back to it and faced him again.

He was right behind her and heaving a bit for breath. Which was odd. Such a thing as chasing a wench across a room shouldn’t require effort that made every bit of him look tensed and ready to pounce.

“You ken how lovely you are when you’re disquieted?”

“I am…not…disquieted.” Her words definitely were sounding like it, though. Lovely? Her heart actually lurched forward, startling her with the strength of it.

“Nae?” he replied.

“You are…my stepmother’s…lover. To. Be.” Sybil split the words between pants of breath. She tried to sound stern. It failed. She sounded young and breathless and excited, all of which was terrible.

“I am?”

She nodded.

“On whose authority?” he asked.

“Why else would you be here?”

“I came upon a fork in my path. I had a choice. I dinna’ ken that you lay in the midst of it, however.”


“Is there a truth in there somewhere?” Sybil asked with as much self-confidence as she could muster.

He tipped his chin down slightly and favored her with a half-slit look from his eyes. The instant result within her was frightening. She had to put her hands to her breast to prevent her heart from leaping right out onto her bodice. Her fingers were trembling, and as she clasped them together she realized the tremor went all the way through her.

This man knew the extent of his male potency, and he knew how to use it. She’d never been up against such. She’d never before believed it existed.

“You’re verra young,” he replied finally.

Sybil gasped for a breath, let it out slowly, and gasped in another. She didn’t answer.

“And now that I get a good look at you, without the disfigurement of yon cloak and veiling, I see that I was mistaken earlier.”

“About what?” And curse her own tongue for asking it!

“The blow dinna’ affect my sight, lady. Dinna’ fash on that. I was referring to your beauty. And my failure to spot it this morn.”

“You lie,” she replied and dropped her eyes.

That made it easy to spot his forefinger as he lifted her chin with it, making her face him. The moment he’d touched her, she’d gone so weak in the knees that she’d had to lock them. Then the warm, weak feeling transferred to her hips, up her back, and into her throat, suffusing her with a warmth and sense of security she’d never known or believed existed.

“You dinna’ look in your mirrors oft, do you?” he asked softly.

A bit of her realized he was about to kiss her; a larger bit wondered at the reality of it, while the largest portion was still in shock. It had to be. That’s what had her standing so still, holding her breath as she waited, making it easy.

Vincent hovered above her, a slight smile on his handsome features and his lips pursed in an expression she had now memorized.

The thudding of her heart got louder, deeper, more strident, and then he was lifting his head with a heavy sigh and looking over his shoulder as he released her to answer the knock.

The apothecary cabinet rocked slightly with her weight as she fell against it. Sybil was eternally grateful that he was already answering her door and wouldn’t have heard it. Nor would he have seen her legs crumpling beneath her. She’d gained her feet before he opened the door a fraction and peered out and was working on getting her composure in the same state when he turned from contemplation of the hall and closed the door again.

“What is it?”

“A serf. Appears they’re requesting you. In the hall.”

“I dinna’ hear anything.”

“You canna’ hear anything, because yon serf will na’ venture farther than the top of the steps and whispers his orders from there.”

“He whispered?”

“He dinna’ wish to disturb your dragon at his feast. I’m different. And I have great hearing.”

Sybil tilted her head to one side and peered up at him.

“What?” he asked.

“Did he say why?”

“He dinna’ say much. He does na’ appear fond of your hall. Again.” He lifted his shoulders in a shrug of motion. “I canna’ fash why. I found it comfortable enough.”

“You did?”

“Aye. And warm, once my body heated the stone floor enough.”

“Liar.”

“Ah, lady. I dinna’ lie. Not in truth. I make light of circumstances that I canna’ change, and turn to it with humor to make it palatable.”


“Why?”

“It beats the other.”

“Other?” she asked.

“Dinna’ tell me you dinna’ do the same. I’ll na’ believe it.”

“You speak riddles.”

“Good. Now go. See what they request of you. And then hurry back to me.”

“I’m na’ leaving you in my chamber!” Her voice rose on the last of her words, making him look at her with one eyebrow cocked high. That look was close to sealing off her throat. He did it on purpose. He knew the effect! The man was becoming a thorn in her side, and that was the last thing she needed.

Sybil required an orderly, structured life where she controlled every moment. That’s what she’d always had. This man was already getting past that.

He’d given up the eyebrow-raised look and had pursed his lips again, narrowing his cheeks and making her heart stumble through two beats before she had it covered over. Her thoughts were scrambling, and her pulse was impossible to control, and she even had her hands fisted at her sides. This was horrid. The man was horrid.

It was wondrous, too.

“I dinna’ see that you have any option,” he finally replied.

“To what?” she asked.

“My continued presence in your rooms.”

Sybil blinked several times. She was losing in this confrontation. That never happened. It was inconceivable, impossible…. But there it was.

“Remember?” he said in the vast silence that had only the sound of her rapid breathing punctuating it.

Sybil nodded. Better to retreat and regroup. And with his continued smile, she knew the wretch was following her train of thought.

“You’re na’ to touch anything,” she said.


“You intending to send the dragon after me again, are you?”

“Nothing. I’ll na’ have my possessions touched and handled by a…”

His grin widened as her voice stopped. “I’ve been called every name, my lady. You canna’ improve upon them, nor can you inflict harm. As I already mentioned, you are up against a master.”

“I’ll ken if you touch anything.” Sybil scanned the room for the peg she always hung her cloak from. Which was odd. Of course it wouldn’t be anywhere else. The fact that she’d worried over it was another strange event in a short evening of them. She crossed the room to where he’d been standing and passed him as he made the exact same move to where she’d just been. Their eyes locked as they did so, but neither of them moved their heads to continue it. She was just reaching for her cloak when he spoke again.

“Do you have a pallet I can stretch out upon?”

Sybil forced the instant reaction away and turned, swirling the cloak about herself as she did so. Imagining him stretched out was going to be imprinted on her mind. She just wished she could overwrite her own imagination with a torture rack to stretch him out the proper amount. And then some.

She had a slight smile on her face that froze when she saw him patting the white coverlet on her own bed. With his bare hands! Sybil sucked in the shock, and then had to deal with what had to be anger.

“This might do…although ’tis short.” He said it as he stretched full-out on her bed—without even doffing his boots, which was a moot point since the bottom of him was hanging over the end of her mattress. Sybil watched as the slight, carved wood contended with his weight and used the time to wrap her cloak securely about her and tie it with a precision and tautness that was going to have to be loosened the moment she stepped from the chamber. She turned a deaf ear to his chuckle as he watched.

“You’ll na’ leave me unattended long, will you? I’ve a horrid injury. I’ll need your touch. And I’d like a bit of your gravy, too, I’m thinking.”

He was lifting his arms up, showing the tanned size of them as he looped them about pillows covered with white linen she’d embroidered with such care that it was impossible to spot the stitches. And then she had to deal with how that violation felt as well.

“’Twas terribly difficult to recover from my injury in yon hall, Lady Sybil….”

His voice had softened as if he were exhausted, and he’d even lowered it for her name. Sybil’s lips tightened as she held back what could be a shriek of rage. But that was impossible. She didn’t suffer emotions. She never had. She was an expert at wreaking havoc with others’ emotions. The man was up against more than he’d bargained for! And she didn’t know why. She wasn’t beautiful. She wasn’t blessed with a bountiful shape. She wasn’t wealthy. She wasn’t even legitimate.

The only thing she was, was confused.

Sybil hurried to the main hall, barely glancing at Waif as he gnawed on his bone. She had to get back before that man ensconced himself in her rooms and couldn’t be ousted without emotion.

She was still wondering what force was going to be most useful for that objective as she reached the loud gathering in the hall.







Chapter Six



Vincent made quick work of her lock, although the hasp was difficult. He was skilled at picking locks, though, and a perfect twist from the thinnest skean he’d located had the big cabinet of hers open, exposing her treasury of bottles filled with the most obnoxious-smelling potions and ugly colored liquids.

He stoppered the fifth one after wrinkling his nose in distaste.

This is what she treasured? That woman was the strangest creature. Something about her potions was also making his skin itch oddly and his nose twitch. Vincent put the fifth bottle back before being seized with a sneezing fit that had Waif pawing at the door and whining. Then the beast was howling, making a racket that could probably be heard well beyond the tower hall.

The lass probably had arranged the locked cabinet for just such an effect. Vincent wiped at his eyes and strode to the door to let the wolf in before it alerted her to Vincent’s perfidy. He’d been told the wench needed a lesson taught to her, that she toyed with others’ emotions without end, causing heartburning and pain when it wasn’t needed. He’d been told she was smart as well, but he hadn’t been told the scope of her intelligence. He’d considered his cousin’s words of description of the lass as unlikely and exaggerated. There wasn’t a lass born that could outwit Vincent Danzel. At least, he hadn’t thought there was.

Until now. Worse yet…was the effect her nearness was having on his body, and that was just wrong. Vincent was not attracted to smallish wenches. He was too large. He liked a lass with size and volume to her, so he could play at will and not worry over giving pain and torment instead of pleasure. He also wasn’t fond of dark women. He actually found dark women had more hair covering their pleasure sites…as well as more unsavory things—like a musk odor about them. All in all, there wasn’t any reason the little lass should have him facing a mixture of roaring lust and need. That gave him pause and made him think.

Vincent wasn’t used to giving women much thought until now, actually. And that was even more wrong. Women didn’t have an effect like this on him. Women weren’t made for thinking on. They were made for pleasure, release, and play. This one, though…Damn! She was making him alert, taut, and readied with every word out of her mouth and every glint from her light silver eyes.

He didn’t know what was the matter with him. His loins were still giving him an annoying throb of wasted preparation and readiness. It was a good thing she hadn’t looked at that particular area when he’d gotten close to her. She’d have known and then used his lust as a weapon.

There was no reason for it, and that had even more wrongness about it. What was it about this lass that set his blood boiling and his heart to pounding and his mouth to saying things his mind hadn’t tested first? Worse was what she was doing to him—the fact that he was still so taut and readied for her that his loins were pushing against the wool of his kilt and making even his sporran feel erotic and hot and bothersome.

Vincent rearranged himself and grimaced and watched the wolf prowl about before it pawed at the ground right beside him in a parody of male frustration and need.

“Damn wench.” Vincent mouthed the words and headed for another of her cabinets.

 

Sybil didn’t need to ask why she’d been summoned. The moment she reached the bottom step and looked toward the table, she knew. Every pore in her skin alerted her, and every bit of her blood singing through her body was readied and prepared and panicked.

There was a man sitting to the right of Lady Eschon in the position of honored guest. Highlighted. And it was garishly done. Putting on display everything Sybil had already envisioned, feared, and shrunk from.

It was the man from her dream, only worse.

He really was dwarfed, looking to reach just to Lady Eschon’s shoulders. He had a tankard in his hand, and the short fat fingers showed the extent of his stunting. It was just as obvious that he was dark. Extremely so. And hairy. Smelly. Rounded. Ugly. Foul.

The newest emotion had to be panic. It was strong enough that it kept Sybil rooted in place, her feet stuck to the lowest stair and her hand gripping the end of the rail. Panic was filling her, and it was so severe it had chased away everything else. Even the heightened awareness and wellspring of heat that the blond man had brought into being. She actually felt faint.

“There you are, Sybil! Come. Closer!”

No. Dear God, no. No. The words weren’t leaving her mouth, but her mind was echoing them. There wasn’t anything she could do about the opaque mist that seemed to be encasing her ankles other than blink until it turned back into the rush-covered floor. Then her feet were moving as requested, although every other part of her was shrinking away. The closer she got to the head of the table, the more her heart was sinking. But still her feet moved. The man’s eyebrows grew together, making one large line etching a black mark across a brow furrowed with a cross-hatching of wrinkles. He was bearded, hiding most of his face. He looked auld, but it was difficult to tell for certain. He looked two score or more…older even than her father had been. He could be less, however. Dwarfs aged differently. Sybil knew that from something she’d been told.

He had smallish eyes, too, deep-set in folds of flesh. They were an indeterminate color and didn’t move from an appraisal of her as she got closer. She knew what he was there for, and every bit of her cringed away from it.

Except her feet.

“I would make a proper introduction. This is Lord Caernavik’s sheriff. From the Caern Glen. I ken that they’re lowlanders…but they’re verra powerful. Isn’t it exciting? A member of the Caern clan. Here. At my table.”

What was unbelievable was that he’d managed to arrive anywhere in the vicinity without Sybil having any awareness or warning of it. And then she was cursing her own stupidity for that thought. She knew why she’d missed such a momentous thing: the man stretched out on her bed. This moment.

The instant thought of him sent warmth surging through her. She ducked her head to hide it. If she suffered such things, she’d say it was a blush. But that was unreasonable and stupid. It was more like anger that Vincent had bested her in a way and lay ensconced in safety on her bed while she faced this. She watched the floor in front of the trencher table until the warmth receded, leaving her feeling weak and ineffectual and small. That wasn’t good. She had hell to face, and yet the thought of the blond man in her bed melted through everything.

He was in her bed…?

He’d better not be! Especially not with his boots and plaide still on. Sybil didn’t have much, but what she did have, she treasured. The pure linen sheets she’d woven were one of the small luxuries she allowed herself—and if he were abusing them, he’d pay! Her lips lifted slightly. It would be worse if he’d doffed anything and was actually in her covers. Much worse…and much better. Sybil nearly sighed at the instant image that thought brought. What was happening to her? Sybil swallowed all of it away. She didn’t have time for pondering handsome men naked in her bed! She needed her wits for other things.

“Sir Ian Blaine? May I present my…daughter? My…eligible daughter, Sybil. Sybil!”

The second sounding of her name was hissed, since Sybil hadn’t yet looked up. She couldn’t. She was reeling with the words. Never had Lady Eschon claimed her. And never would she have suspected it to be with such warmth, and with words that were honeyed and sweet. Sybil dropped a curtsey and lifted her head to watch as the little dark man moved from his chair in order to bow formally from the other side of the table. He was shorter even than she was, and had arms that appeared furred with a thick growth of the same black hair that was bearding his chin.

It didn’t seem possible, but he was more hideous than she’d envisioned in her nightmare. It was made worse as he smiled, revealing gaps where teeth had been, while those that were still seated were stained and foul-smelling, even from across the span of the trencher table.

“I’ve just been telling Sir Ian how it is your hand behind all the comforts in the Eschoncan Keep, Sybil. While he was regaling me with the status of his own holdings. I’m quite overcome, I am.”

Her stepmother had hidden a great flair for dramatics all the years she’d been abused and mistreated by her late spouse, Lord Eschon. Now she put every bit of emphasis on the words and the wide sweep of her arms as she opened them wide to Sybil.

“Come, dear. Sir Ian was so longing to meet you. I had you fetched and a plate set for you. Just look.”

Sybil’s eyes narrowed. She’d never been called such an endearment before, nor had she been invited to the table, both signs of worse things yet to come. How was it possible to have her life upended so thoroughly—and in the span of less than a day’s time? Where no man had been in her sphere, now she must deal with two of them?

She swallowed and lifted her skirt with a hand in order to slide into position on the bench. She knew how to right everything and exactly what to do with both of these men. And exactly what potions to use. She looked up and smiled slightly at the dark, ugly, little one…watched it returned and ignored how it felt. As usual.

 

The wench had drawers full of mystery stuff, and not one bit of flimsy, revealing undergarments, which was what he was looking for. Not at first, and not consciously. He hadn’t an idea of what he was looking for when he’d first started, but with each drawer he opened he got more determined to find her weakness. There wasn’t a wench born that didn’t love soft, clingy, sheer underthings caressing her flesh. At least, if there was one, he hadn’t met her yet. Vincent was beginning to think he’d found the lone one, as each drawer he rifled held little more than materials, or dirt, and one held such a profusion of dried mushroom-looking things that he’d shoved it shut with a grunt of disgust.

Every wench had a soft, feminine, hidden side. He was going to find hers and use it to torment her and use against her. If she had one. And if he could find it. And with each drawer he rifled he felt nearer to failing.

Waif wasn’t helping, but he wasn’t hindering, either. In fact, he was fairly amenable to whatever Vincent did until he’d located the toad-sweat jar. The moment he’d spied it and lifted it, the animal was on its feet and putting a methodical purr of growl into sound. Vincent got the message and put the jar back.

The animal was worse than a jailer—and twice as vigilant.

Vincent went back to checking drawers and cabinets. That activity the wolf didn’t mind. In fact, Waif was at the moment lounging across a rug that positioned him directly in front of her unlocked armoire, the one holding her liquids and potions. Waif wasn’t threatening; he was actually looking sleepy. That was another oddity. It was as if being granted access and being left in the chamber cleared Vincent from the list of things to be threatened, attacked, and perhaps eaten. Vincent was free to do what he wished, as long as he stayed away from certain possessions of hers that the wolf alerted him to.

Vincent opened one of the last drawers and knew he was getting close. This one contained several folded, light tan-colored sacks that, once unfurled, looked to be dresses. Sackcloth dresses. He’d known monks to wear such stiff, scratchy cloth, but what would a noblewoman be doing with them? She hadn’t been wearing one when he’d met her. She wasn’t wearing one now.

He slammed that drawer shut, too, shoved his hair out of his eyes and opened the bottom one, and struck treasure. The lass had garments so sheer they were near invisible, and the stitching was such that it was nigh impossible to spot. He tried. It wasn’t until he took one pink-shaded garment closer to the fire and held it in front of his nose that he spotted the incredibly tiny stitches that had pieced the thing together.

And then he knew he was in trouble. The garment he held in his hand would be dangerously short on any wench—even one with the slight build of the one who was to wear it—and there wasn’t much to hold it to her body, if the little sleeves were any indication. Vincent held the thing to his chest and attempted to force the desire and ache away. He wasn’t to touch her! He wasn’t to ken her. He wasn’t to do anything his body was primed to do! Again? He was obsessed. His mind was locked on to it—and this time he’d done it to himself?

Nothing worked. Vincent breathed heavily and dropped the garment. He was left with nothing save the obvious.

Escape.

Waif stirred as Vincent walked purposefully to the window, but that was the extent of the animal’s movement. It didn’t stop Vincent. He had a reddish haze in front of his eyes, coloring everything, and a pounding from his nether regions into each thigh, and from thence to his entire body. He didn’t have a choice in the matter. He had to get as far away from her and her things as possible, or he wouldn’t be responsible for his actions. And this had never happened to him before.

He didn’t bother with options. He knew her rooms were on the third level, or what would be the third level if they’d constructed their castle with an eye to measurement and quality. Vincent saw the odd striping of the grass and dirt below what looked to be a little over a two-story leap, and then he swiveled and scanned upward. The crenellated top of the tower hung out, and there were outcroppings of rocks and jutting wood where they’d put another floor above this one. Up. He was going up.

Vincent grabbed on to one of the awning rocks and swung out, putting himself into a crouch in order to spring upward the moment his boots touched stone again. He didn’t hear or feel the rip of his kilt until he was already swinging out and reaching up for a wooden floor joist.

The wolf was in deadly earnest as it leaped up again, snapping with jaws that would have reached the naked flesh of a thigh if Vincent hadn’t already caught and hung from a beam. From there it was a matter of using his arms to pull himself up. He wasn’t willing to risk any part of his body near her window until he was well above the beam and looking down. He could have sworn the wolf shook its head, too.

It didn’t matter. Vincent didn’t give her pet another thought. It was survival of the fittest now. Every living thing knew that rule. Vincent slid along the beam, garnishing slivers in the bottom flesh of his thighs and buttocks and wishing it pained more.

The wood he was atop was rough-hewn and weathered, but it was stout and solid. It bore his weight well when he was standing atop it and reaching for a poorly cut stone that was part of the tower floor. It was a small matter then of hand and foot coordination and effort, and then he was lying full-out on the floor of the tower, looking at a darkening sky and heaving for each breath.

It had worked, too. Vincent watched the myriad of stars come out to litter the sky, felt the cool caress of the new night breeze, and started to feel the itch and irritation of wood slivers. All of which was better than the raging lust and desire he hadn’t been able to stop.

He wasn’t deserving of this torment. He was beginning to wonder if the bargain had been made against him, rather than her. But why? He hadn’t done anything to deserve this. Lately, anyway. And just how had they found such a tempting, winsome, exciting, smart lass? And why had they made the bargain the way they had? Get the lass to love him and then leave her? Without taking her? How had they known Vincent would be craving the one thing he wasn’t allowed to have?

And why was that becoming the foremost thing in his life and starting to reflect in everything he thought and did?

Denial. That was the problem. He needed a wench. Any wench.

Just not that one.

“Damn.” Vincent said it to the night air and lifted onto his knees. He thought his family had a certain fondness for him, and yet look what they’d done to him. They’d done this! They’d caused him to be craven and desperate and aching. Vincent looked down at himself in disbelief as he realized the truth. No irritation of wood slivers or chill caress of night was working. He didn’t want just any woman.

He wanted that one.

He rubbed at the aggravation of itching flesh all along the backs of his legs and into his buttocks and knew there was nothing for it. He had to find his way into a burn or the loch. He needed the water to relieve the sting of the slivers, and he needed the cold on his ardor.

No wonder he stayed clear of his entire clan.







Chapter Seven



If Sybil had ever screamed, it would have sounded like the noise she made once she unlocked her door, opened it, and saw her chamber. She had both of her hands clamped to her mouth to stay any more of the screech and waited until her heart finished its tenth pounding beat before moving. Nobody ever heard her scream, or screech, or moan, or anything. And why? Because she was an emotionless shell, and that’s exactly how she liked it. She’d groomed it. Studiously maintained it. Lived it. No matter what.

And now, thanks to the violation of her privacy, she’d given him exactly what he took as his due: female reaction. Sybil ran her hands along the opening of her cloak, feeling the velvet, stiff and thick in her palms. And then she was unfastening the garment and hanging it, and scanning the black corners of her room for anything that looked like a large blond wretch in Highland clothing.

The only thing she spotted was Waif slinking along the wall. Sybil clicked her tongue, and the wolf came slowly from behind one of her cabinets, a bit of blue and black plaide held in his teeth. She held out her hand for it and restrained the instant burst of emotion in case there was blood on it.

The piece was just that—a torn bit of plaide. But from where? The room was dark, and it felt exactly as always—empty. Bereft. Lonely. She shook off the fancy and narrowed her eyes as she reached to where that man had dropped the pink chemise she’d designed, woven, and then stitched into being. How dare he? It was bad enough he was making all of her feel tense, annoyed, and breathless, and then knowing he’d touched this! The outfit she’d made for when her fondest dream came to fruition. And now it had been touched by hands so unclean it was senseless to wash them! She knew the man was unclean, uncouth, and barbaric, and all of that had touched this? Sybil wadded the gossamer material into a ball and stopped just shy of tossing it into her firepit.

Waste was waste, however one looked at it. She shook the outfit out with hands that trembled, and folded it automatically into the small square it had been in before. Then she was finding her bottom drawer and replacing it amongst the other garments he’d tossed about.

It was a stupid idea to burn it. She couldn’t have burned anything anyway, since the fire was down to mere coals. And if she’d tried, she’d have created a stench worse than when she’d been working on her concoction for creating haze and smoke without using fire.

Sybil refolded and restacked the garments, then rocked back on her heels after closing the drawer. She had to start using her wits again. That’s what she prided herself on—wits. And not with any vanity. She was very sharp. The first thing she had to do was find out where that Viking fellow had gone and to get him back. Her plans depended on it.

 

Vincent shoveled in another bite of the delicious stew he’d missed out on earlier, wiped at his chin, and nodded his head at the two serving wenches who were cavorting before the kitchen fire for his delectation. He knew that’s why they did it and grinned again before he swallowed. They were plum-ripe and lusty women, and they were finely arrayed. He only wished their efforts were working.

The little dark, odd wench appeared to have ruined him. Vincent swallowed the bite and shoveled another enormous one in and nodded again at the larger of the two. Both lasses were buxom, with rounded asses and the ripest breasts he’d seen in many a moon. Actually…

Vincent swallowed the stew and grabbed for the tankard of ale that the larger one had dipped out for him and gulped until he ran out of breath. He had to amend his own recollection. He’d been without a woman since before his stay as a guest in the dungeon Myles had spirited him away from. And he hadn’t even seen these two lasses’ breasts, although he had no doubt that at any moment he would. The way they were enhancing every movement as they finished their chores with the pots and kettles showed him as much.

They should have worn thicker skirts, or a layer beneath these. Then he wouldn’t be able to glimpse stout legs and nicely turned ankles with the fire’s light behind them. They should also have provided some support for the swinging appendages of their voluminous breasts. Vincent put the tankard down, lifted the hollowed-out bread loaf to his lips, then shoveled another huge bite of stew into his mouth.

He chewed as he listened to and watched the lasses. They obviously weren’t immune to a man’s appreciation, nor did they appear worried over the fact that there were two of them and but one of him. Vincent swallowed and grinned hugely at the lass that turned and hefted both of her bulbous breasts toward where he was, with one leg atop their cutting table as he watched…and feasted, and worked at finding desire for what was being offered to him.

Although it didn’t seem possible, he didn’t feel the vaguest inkling of desire or stirring for either of the lasses right in front of him, offering pleasure for pleasure’s sake. He only hoped it didn’t show. He nodded his appreciation as the bolder of the two started swaying, moving her hips from side to side as she thumbed the pinpricks of her own nipples into tautness against her blouse.

Vincent bit at the side of his bowl and came away with a chunk of stew-soaked, thick, bitter crust. He left the crumbs that accompanied his movement where they landed, atop his wet plaide. He was still soaked. And worn out. And weakened. That could be it. He’d swam out into their loch until his arms were cursing him with the use. Then he’d turned over and floated, breathing deeply of the damp mist that kissed the water. And then he turned back and used the rest of his strength to reach shore again. It had taken almost all of it, too. Vincent knew it had worked at cleansing the desire for Lady Sybil from his limbs as he’d hauled himself back onto the rocks with trembling arms and weak legs. The chill had worked as well.

Perhaps that was the cause of his lack of desire no matter how much he forced it. The larger one had gotten even bolder, induced no doubt by his foolish grinning. Vincent took another bite of the bread-crust bowl they’d hollowed out for him the moment he’d appeared on the step, soaked through and shivering.

They’d turned into mothering types then and couldn’t get warm victuals into him fast enough. It was the shorter of the two that had cut the end from a loaf of bread, pulled the center out, and filled it with stew that had burned, then warmed, and then filled him.

He’d started shoveling the food in, and they’d started enticing him, even going so far as to use the bellows a bit on their fire to give them more back light for each movement they were making in front of it. Or maybe it was to gain more warmth for him, but he doubted it.

Vincent shifted slightly, making the table groan where he was using it for support. Their meal-preparation table had almost the same strength as the trencher in the Great Hall. But it wasn’t shaved and smoothed to a flat surface that was comfortable to sit atop. That was the trouble. He only wished it was what the fat one interpreted it to be—discomfort from his arousal.

He knew from the sly look she gave him that she’d put that value on his movement. Vincent nearly groaned but settled instead for lifting the tankard to his lips and gulping another long, full draught. He knew he was in trouble when he brought the vessel from his lips. The large one had pulled her loose blouse to the tips of her bosom, giving him total access to her ample assets. And she was closer than she ought to be as well.

Vincent did groan then.

There was nothing about the overblown woman in front of him that stirred anything in him except disinterest. And worse. He was disgusted at himself for allowing her to think him interested, and then at her for such a blatant display, at himself again for failing to feel any arousal, and at her again for forcing the issue.

“My thanks, lass. That…was…uh…” He knew just how large and soft her breasts would feel; he didn’t need them shoved against his chest for a demonstration. He only wished it was working for something more than showing how damp his shirt still was when it was pushed into contact with his flesh.

She was warm, though. Sweaty warm. He could see rivulets of it glistening between the lush bosom she was offering him, as well as smell the distinct odor wafting upward from where she was pressed to him.

“Are you full and warm now, sir?” she asked, drawing the words out with a low-throated murmur. “Or have you need of more?”

Vincent was pulling back, using the partially eaten bread bowl of stew as a barricade between her chin and his, and was preparing to lunge away from her when a gasp from the doorway stopped everything. The Lady Sybil stood there, with the hood of her cloak parted just enough to show how disgusted she found the sight. And she was looking directly at him.

Vincent was immediately stirred into a semblance of desire. Again. It was severe enough it had him hardening and heating to the point he had to get away from the buxom lass before she noted it and gave it a different meaning. There was nothing for it. He had the bowl on the table with one hand, used the other arm to shove the lass away, and was on his feet before anyone else moved.

“Mary!” Lady Sybil’s voice was sharp and angered. “And Isabelle!”

“My lady?”

The smaller one was answering, since the fat one was occupied with covering herself as she backed from him. Vincent wasn’t watching them. He knew what was happening from the movement of their feet and the shifting of the shadows in the room as they intersected the firelight. He didn’t dare look at Lady Sybil again. Not until he had himself under control.

He didn’t know what was the matter with him, and he didn’t like it. At all. He’d been warned about her use of sorcery. If this was a demonstration of it, he was in dire need of running. As quickly and as far from her as he could. That’s what he was going to do. Just as soon as he could without his cowardice being seen. Myles could keep his gold. All of them could keep it. Vincent knew when to fold his hand. That was the best method of survival in the life he’d chosen.

He had a hand atop the table edge and was bent over, using everything he knew to send the cursed desire away, when she spoke again, making it worse somehow.

“There are ceaseless duties in the morn, you two. You should both be abed. Alone.”

There was a bit of giggling from the large, shameless one and then Vincent heard them shuffling out. As least he assumed that’s what they were doing. He didn’t dare move yet, although it felt like his legs might be of use to him after all. The amount of food he’d consumed and the ale he’d swilled it down with was making his head buzz. Or perhaps it was the blow to his head that was responsible for all of this. And even that was being overridden by the pounding in his loins where he least needed or wanted it.

This wench?

There was no reason why this particular lass was the one to do this to him. None.

“Have you finished?”

She was standing beside the table as she asked it. He didn’t have to look; he could see the tips of her slippers peeking beneath her gown. She wasn’t wearing a sackcloth gown beneath her cloak. She probably wasn’t wearing the rose-colored gossamer thing, either. Vincent cursed beneath his breath as he thought it and gripped tighter to the table edge.

“Well?” she continued.

She was closer, and everything about her smelled sweet and aromatic and fresh. Vincent took a deep breath and raised himself to his full height, settled his sporran fully in front of him, and faced her. She had her face tilted up and shadowed since her back was to the fire. He could still see the hammered silver of her eyes. He swallowed.

“Well…what?” he asked.

“I asked if you had finished.”

“Depends on which bit of finished you’re asking,” he replied.

“You seek to play a game of words now?”

“I seek nothing more than my sup and a bit of ale.”

“And entertainment?” she added.

“That, too.” He smiled.

“Is that why you left my chamber?”

“Well, I—” he started to reply, but she stopped him.

“To fill your belly?”


“In truth, I—” he began again, only to get interrupted again.

“Or was it to escape?”

“More of—”

“Did you truly think you could do so?” This time when she stopped his words it was accompanied by a movement closer, putting her in front of and below him, making him breathe her scent more fully even if he didn’t want to. He couldn’t escape it. Vincent breathed deeply, let it out slowly, and then pulled another breath in.

“Well?” she asked.

“I was hungry,” he replied.

“You ran.”

“Actually…I climbed,” he replied.

She nodded. “Good. I’d hate to discipline Waif for naught.”

“He couldn’t have stopped me. Although he did try.”

“You’re wet.”

Vincent watched as she looked at the damp hair he’d pulled back and then moved her gaze back to his. He could only hope she didn’t spot the instant widening of his eyes as his heart lurched within him. He was afraid he might even be flushing. His smile faded, and he swallowed with a dry throat.

“I—I swam the loch. I mean I almost…swam the loch,” he amended.

“Across?”

“I said almost. Dinna’ fash. I’ll try again come daylight.”

“Daylight.”

She didn’t say it as a question, so it wasn’t one. It was a statement. It was as if they were saying words but meaning other things entirely. The fire wasn’t giving off as many sparks as she was starting to send from her liquid silver eyes, either. And nothing about them looked anything but warm…heated…inviting….

“’Tis easier…to see one’s progress in the daylight,” he said.


“You dinna’ have much trouble in my chamber earlier.”

“With what?” Vincent asked.

“Your progress.”

He grimaced. “Oh. That.”

“You’re guilty of trespass.”

“I did little.”

“You were told na’ to go through anything.”

“I was left for too long on my own. With myself for company. I got bored.”

“You were told na’ to go through anything.” She repeated it.

“I got bored. Dinna’ you hear me?”

“Boredom? Is this your excuse for guilt?”

Vincent sighed. “I doona’ need an excuse for guilt, lady.”

She was trying hard to be stern. It wasn’t working. Especially when she stepped forward again, entering the area right in front of him and putting herself in arm’s length of him, if not closer. Vincent’s heartbeat picked up in response, and he was very afraid he might be trembling.

“Good thing I stopped them, then.”

“Who?” he mouthed.

“Mary. And that Isabelle. Vacant-headed wenches. Good enough for a tumble, I suppose. Is that what you had in mind?”

“I was…in need of food and drink. That’s what I was doing.”

“That’s na’ what I saw.”

Vincent smiled slightly. “You see? I’m ever guilty. Again. Even when I doona’ deserve it.”

“You claim now that I dinna’ see what I saw?” she asked and lifted a delicate hand, pointing one finger toward him.

Vincent gulped and prepared every bit of him to withstand whatever she planned with that little finger of hers. He hadn’t long to wait as she touched a crumb that had fallen from his bread crust and flicked it from where it was stuck on his plaide band. She couldn’t miss the pulsing movement his body made the moment she did it. It was useless to hide it, so he didn’t.

“We have to return now,” she whispered.

“Return?”

“To my…chamber.”

“Nae.” He shook his head. “Na’ now.”

“Why na’?”

Vincent pulled his gaze away from hers and concentrated on the hooks in the firepit for holding kettles of stews. Just like the one he’d feasted on. His mind decided it could work. “I’ve na’ finished,” he explained.

“Bring it.”

“What?”

“Refill your bowl, dip another tankard of ale, get yourself a bit of cheese.”

“Cheese?” Vincent repeated.

“They dinna’ give you cheese?” she asked.

Vincent ran his tongue along his lower lip. If she put her mouth into a pout again like she’d just done saying that word, he was not going to be able to prevent himself from doing the very thing he was fighting. She was going to be kissed thoroughly and soundly, and there wasn’t much that was going to be able to stop it. Stupid lass! Stupid, untouched, pure lass!

“Nae,” he answered finally as she seemed to be waiting.

She wasn’t as emotionless and controlled as she appeared, either. She couldn’t be, for it was easy to spot the quick panting breaths she was taking with her lips slightly parted, releasing sweet breath all over his chest, where he could have sworn the shirt was dry enough that it shouldn’t be alternately chilled and heated just from the soft air of her breathing.

“Pity,” she said.

“What?”

“That Mary and Isabelle are such…lacking servants.”

“Lacking?”

“They dinna’ see to your needs verra well. Now, did they?”


Vincent let out the breath with a low groan attached.

“I make the best cheese. You ken?”

He was watching her mouth as she said the words, and then she licked at her bottom lip, brought it into her mouth to suck on it…let it back out, where what light there was between them caressed the slickened surface. He wasn’t capable of moving his gaze from the spot, and he didn’t care to try.

“I oversee the creamery, and I have perfectly aged…cheese.”

He had her gripped to him and his mouth on hers before anything in him could say no. She tasted even better than he’d imagined. Vincent enfolded her body against his, lifting her fully off the floor as he alternately licked and sucked on flesh that was quivering and giving and not saying anything that felt like denial. Thunder was striking at his chest and lightning was sparking through his head, and then he felt her arms snaking up over his shoulders and those delicate fingers pulling his queue awry as she held him exactly where he was, as if she wanted this, too.

Harsh breath touched his nose, matching each heave for air that he was making and making each of them deeper, stronger, more earnest. There was a moan of sound emanating from them, but it wasn’t just from him. The enclosure of their kitchen was resonating with it.

Vincent wasn’t just experiencing anymore. He was listening to the largest, strongest, most energetic heart-pounding piece of music yet. The notes were charging through his mind with an intent and a viciousness that was near pain to hear and absorb. And yet he did, shuddering through chord after chord until the crescendo of notes he was composing and putting into being struck all the way through him, making him groan aloud with the volume of it. And that unseated the suction of his lips on hers.

She pulled back first, her silver eyes huge, her lips enlarged and reddened, and looking very much like they had just been kissed. Or mauled.

Vincent watched her with his eyes barely slit as he worked to endure the music and not follow the passion raging through his body with a more severe act. He forced everything on him to lock in place, modulated his breathing, and held such a rein on himself she had to feel it.

“You…kissed me,” she whispered.

He had to get it committed to memory before he lost even one note! Vincent licked his lips and cleared his throat and decided he really could speak and continue breathing.

“Aye,” he replied finally.

“Why?” Her eyes were clouding over, as were her features as she sobered.

“I’m na’ certain I can explain,” Vincent replied.

“Why na?”

The notes were still there, humming through his soul and filling his ears with sound. He hadn’t fully heard her words, but he’d seen the movement on her lips. “I’m na so certain I can explain that, either,” he replied.

He watched her mouth set as she considered his words.

“Do you never speak the truth?” she asked finally.

Vincent sighed and set her back on her feet. It was the truth. He couldn’t explain it. Even to himself.

“Go to your chamber,” he ordered, stepping farther away from her. “And stay there.”

“Where are you going?”

He didn’t answer. He was already running, fast enough that she couldn’t catch him. The kitchens had access to the yards, and from thence he took to the moor, putting stride after stride between them.

Where was he going? To the furthest reach of her influence that he could run, and then he was going to give the music in his head real sound on his flute. And that would have to be enough.







Chapter Eight



Sybil stayed in her chamber. Alone. She’d sent Waif out to prowl for Vincent. She told herself she didn’t care where he was, what he was doing, or who he was doing it with, but she knew she was lying to herself. That’s why she’d sent Waif. He’d be her eyes and provide protection that she couldn’t.

He had a packet about his neck that the man might find useful. An unguent for the broken skin just beneath the scalp. A bit of dried kelp leaves for a tea if he were so inclined, in order to alleviate the pounding in his head from the blow or from the amount of ale he might have drank. And a bit of yellow-tinted powder, that, when spread on the right area, might keep him from getting the pox…if he were where she suspected, with Mary and Isabelle. Those two weren’t discriminating with the men they invited between their thighs. They probably carried worse than the pox. This Vincent should have been warned where it wasn’t safe to dip his rod…before he did so.

Sybil shook her head. She told herself she didn’t care and then worked at making it true. That was the only thing left to her. It was a stupid plan she’d had anyway, and one created from the shock of meeting Sir Ian Blaine. Sybil wasn’t one to fear any man, but this was different. Her dream had told her so, and the reality made it impossible to overlook. He’d more than hinted at what he wanted. He’d said so. He was searching for a lady wife. One that was pure and possessed favorable looks about her. Pure…

And the Lady Eschon had almost agreed to giving him Sybil’s hand! Right at the sup!

It had been more than enough to convince Sybil.

She wasn’t cowed, even if she was frightened. There was too much to do. She had a plan to thwart Sir Ian and do it so the blame could be put elsewhere. It had seemed easy enough. And wasn’t she known throughout the glens as a woman to fear? She wasn’t one to trifle with. Ever. It hadn’t seemed too far-fetched to get to her chamber, call on and then suffer through the blond’s male attentions and then put the blame squarely at his feet. Sir Ian would be angered, but he’d be directing it toward the wretch who’d ravished her. She knew that much about male pride. And she doubted he’d challenge the Viking fellow.

Sybil also knew the Lady Eschon would be angered, but she could be dealt with. Sybil controlled the keep. Lady Eschon wouldn’t let her go. Sybil had the perfect dried mushroom powder to add to the Lady Eschon’s fare to make her most amenable, vacuous, and easily swayed. She’d forget her anger, given time.

There was still the love act to get through, but that could be endured. Sybil had convinced herself that regardless of how horrid she suspected it to be, it would be worth it to get her freedom back.

And then he’d kissed her.

The firepit blurred into a mass of black and gray touched with slices of red as she watched it. Sybil blinked until it went back to coals again. That man had raised such wonder and anticipation and amazement within her that she hadn’t balked when he’d lifted her and shoved his lips against hers. She’d been too shocked, and then she’d been too overcome, and then she’d been searching every experience to find a description for the heaven he’d sent her into.

She could still bring the shiver into being and almost touch the ecstasy again—and that just by the recollection of it! It had been breathtaking, soul-shaking, and given her such awe, she’d vibrated with it. And still could. All she had to do was close her eyes to relive it and the same thing happened. Each time. Rocking her world so that when she opened her eyes she was actually amazed to find everything just as it had been.

But why this man? Why?

She slammed her hands against her temples and tried to hold the experience at bay before thinking it through. Useless. That’s what it was. Utterly and completely useless. And stupid. It was easier to fight something when one had complete knowledge of it. The unknown was always more difficult. She’d realized that so long ago, she’d thought it was second nature.

And now he was changing even that? Her own certainty that knowledge was power? No matter where the knowledge came from or how horrid it was?

Sybil lowered her hands and folded another of her dresses and sent her mind searching. There had to be a reason why it was him. A man who—by her own observation—made a sport of women. He probably even had a “notch-post” somewhere on his person in order to keep tally of all the women he’d bedded.

Why him? Sybil was more discriminating than that. She didn’t want a man that every other woman could, and probably had, been with.

Why him? She made a growling noise in her throat as she puzzled it.

It was true he was a handsome sort…very much so. His dark eyes, lashes, and brows, along with the lengthy, honey-colored hair, was enough to set any lass swooning. And that was before she factored in the lush lips, straight jaw, and perfectly aligned features. It was also true that he was well assembled, solid and healthy everywhere she’d seen. He was heavily endowed physically as well, if what she’d been up against was real when he held her to him. The man was painfully large. Sybil warmed on the recollection and told herself she was being ridiculous. She didn’t truly know, but she’d heard how important a man’s size supposedly was to a woman. That knowledge came from listening to servant women in the early morn when nobody realized she was about.

And he’d kissed her.

At the repeated thought, Sybil touched her lips with her fingers, shut her eyes, and put the same vibration of ecstasy into play again. She was no longer kneeling on a cold floor with her skirt tucked beneath her while her hands refolded and rearranged her clothing. She was soaring. The room was too small to hold the vastness of space her soul was spanning, growing…shuddering with.

She opened her eyes on the reality that was her room in the darkest hours of the night, lit only by a banked fire. That kiss had been so special. It had blindsided her. Nobody had told her a kiss felt like that.

Maybe because they didn’t as a normal event.

The man had said he was a master. Sybil sucked in the shock at the instant thought. Maybe he meant a master of this as well! That was too much. Sybil didn’t want a man who would take any woman’s offerings. She didn’t! Vincent Erick Danzel was a soulless wretch. A man who would take his arousal from the promise of lush pleasure with two servants—and use it to kiss her?

Sybil sighed long and loud, and watched the coals in her fireplace. Then she blinked away the film on her eyes. She’d let herself get too tired. Weepy eyes were the result of overuse. She’d suffered that enough when using the night hours to brew and experiment. That was it.


It certainly wasn’t due to the wonder and amazement he’d put into being within her and then run from. Never. She wasn’t crying! She never cried. It was useless, stupid, and gave one a headache. She especially wouldn’t cry for a man that would run from her…into two servant wenches’ arms.

Sybil replaced and checked for damage everything he might have touched. Then, to expend energy, she rearranged the room, shoving her three armoires with grunts and groans until they crept little by little along the floor, creaking in protest. She had to keep moving. It was better than closing her eyes.

 

Waif found him easily. Vincent was putting sound to the notes in his head while pacing along the shore at the far end of the loch, making the beat match the solid, steady lap of waves at his feet. It had started drizzling at some point, and he hadn’t even felt it. All he was capable of feeling was the music.

And then he heard the wolf, joining him with an off-key howl. Vincent stopped the exquisite melody he’d been playing over and over until it was instilled in every reach of his memory and laughed. Loudly. Fully. And waited for the animal to reach him. This wild emotion he felt wasn’t part of the bargain he’d made. He had to do something with it before it turned him into a fool.

He was supposed to be making the lass have this trouble—not him! She was supposed to be burning with unrequited love for him while he rode away and left her to her musings. Not him. Not like this.

It was probably amusing…to everyone but him. The little lass had touched his heart, and he hadn’t thought he still had one. She damn near had it in her little hands. Which was frightening, exhilarating, and amazing.

And it was never happening again.


As if it knew the train of Vincent’s thoughts, the wolf’s howl changed. So did the new tune Vincent coaxed from his flute, making it full with sorrow and weighty with loss. It didn’t change anything. He had a response to coax from a certain lass, maybe a tear or two to see shed by her, and then he’d be on his way. Or as far as a man walked while carrying as much gold as he could.

Vincent wasn’t a fool. He wasn’t about to be start being one now. He put the fipple flute aside and sat on the rocks, pulling his feet beneath him. “Come along, Waif, old fellow.”

He waved the wolf over and clicked his tongue as he found the pouch attached to the animal’s collar. She’d sent it. For him. He swallowed with a throat that needed a bit of ale of a sudden to soothe the dryness. They hadn’t told him? His cousin Myles had set him onto a challenge, sweetened it with the largest payment of gold any man could earn, and yet left out the most important part.

The wench was odd…but he didn’t think she was fey. Vincent had run across too many who were charlatans to believe easily. If she were, no wonder she had him hard and pounding and able to think only of need…for her and only her! Damn wench! Damn Myles! Damn wolf! Damn just about everything!

He shivered and set the slight taste of fear aside. He’d taken this assignment for three reasons. One was the gold. The second was his freedom. The last was because Vincent loved a challenge. It was the spark to the kindling of life. That’s what it was. This challenge was going to take all his wits, all his strength, and all his fortitude. He knew it. He also knew that this wench was going to be worth besting. And that’s exactly what he was going to do.

Vincent had it all decided before he pulled the pouch onto the sling of kilt between his knees. He felt the stir of fear as he checked through the small packets she’d sent. He found the unguent first. He knew what the thick, greasy compound was for and put a dab on the swelling hidden beneath his hair.

He was in luck with the guard’s blow. Any lower, or with a wider arc, and he’d be probably be sporting a black eye, not just bluish-purple bruising that was difficult to spot unless he pulled his hair back and made it obvious.

“Hmm,” Vincent murmured to himself as he picked open the two stitches holding the small woven bag together. The dried leaves he could fathom easily. If he had his flint, he’d spark a fire and make the tea she’d thought he needed. Mayhap.

And then he found the yellow powder. He’d never seen anything like this.

Vincent rubbed the dry-feeling talc between his thumb and forefinger in thought. Once on, it wouldn’t wipe off. He scraped his fingers along ground and sand bits and found that didn’t make much difference, either. He put the items aside and crawled to the water’s edge and dipped his fingers in it as well. Not only did his flesh stay dry, but the water beaded up and ran off without any kind of effect or absorption. Alchemy? The lass dealt in the dark arts, too? No wonder he’d been in such a haze of lust! This Sybil was barely skirting a charge of witchcraft. That was what was wrong with him! He was being spelled.

The yellow stuff wouldn’t come off. No matter what he did. His thumb and two fingers were coated with it. There was no help for it. He’d have to find her and make her take it off. That could wait. Vincent scooted back onto a softer bit of rock-strewn shore and just sat, breathing deeply of the rain-soaked predawn. He opened the tea packet, pulled out a leaf, and sniffed at it. Smelled nice. He wondered how it tasted. He touched it to his tongue. The spot tingled slightly but otherwise remained safe enough from her concoction. He still didn’t trust it, though, and held it out for Waif. He watched as the wolf sniffed at it and then licked it into his mouth.


Vincent waited, listening to Waif’s slurping noises as he moved the dried leaf about in his mouth. Then, with a shrug, Vincent pulled out another one and put the leaf fully on his tongue. He was sucking on it as he lay back, pillowing his head on his folded arms and looking up into the gray tunnel of rainfall.

That was the last thing he noted.

 

Sybil wasn’t concerned until the midday meal was being cleared and still there was no sign of Vincent or Waif. She wasn’t actually worried, because she never allowed herself to feel such an emotion. As she dressed for the supper entertainment, however, she did tell herself there was always a first time.

It had been so stupid to let him leave last night without even giving chase! Now she had to contend with Sir Ian’s blatant interest and had no option other than to dose him before he asked for her hand. That would only work if she had access to him and him alone. She wasn’t certain she dared sprinkle linden flowers on everyone’s fare. The resultant illness would have only one result. Blame. And there was only one they’d lay the blame on. Her.

She had to get to Sir Ian’s fare and his alone. Which meant she’d have to be close to him, and him alone. And that she was avoiding that at all costs.

She had some hope, though. Waif. If Waif managed to find the Viking and get him to try the leaves, he’d be like clay in her hands, easy to manipulate and aroused. At least, that was her plan.

And then there wasn’t even that.

The summons came as she was finishing tying the bottom of her braid ribbons, preparatory to winding them about her head.

The Lady of Eschon was requesting her presence in the solar. Prior to sup. Sybil swallowed and told Isabelle she’d be but a moment or two. She then shut the door on the wench’s face. She didn’t want to see the gloating that was bound to be on it. Of course, Isabelle and Mary had the right to gloat. They had Vincent Erick Danzel probably spirited away in their chamber, while Sybil had a grand, rich, lush future as the wife of a Caern clansman.

Her wimple gave her trouble. She was wearing a high white one, because that was the only one she could find in what had become a confusing existence. Where all had been orderly and easily located and filed and catalogued, now she couldn’t locate one headdress that wouldn’t bring attention to the one thing she didn’t want, her dark hair and flawless complexion? Impossible.

Sybil had never considered herself attractive. Not in the usual sense. She’d have to be touched in the head to think anyone would look twice at her with the two half sisters she’d been raised with. Both older women had golden-red hair that rippled to their waists, and lush frames that drew every man’s gaze. Sybil was slighter, her hair a dark sable shade, and had large, worried, silver-toned eyes that were probably her best feature.

She kept them downcast on the slate of her hall as she followed Isabelle to the solar and tried not to look toward and note the spot Vincent had been in when she’d first heard him play his flute. Useless. All of it. She’d been stupidly looking for help with her dilemma and forgotten everything she already knew.

Nobody was ever there to help her.

So…since Vincent wasn’t here to be her unwilling savior, she’d just do it without him. That was even better. She wouldn’t have to endure the physical reality of the love act and would still gain what she needed.

She told herself the twinge that struck through her, making her stumble a step, was nothing, and then made herself believe it.

Sybil’s stepmother was in the solar, looking thin and wan, and sitting beside the warmth of a fire. The windows weren’t letting any warmth into the enclosure, and despite the tasty fare Sybil prepared, she couldn’t get Lady Eschon to gain much girth about her. Sybil cast her eyes to the sky outside, noted it was still clouded over and raining, and had been all day. Then she looked back. The lady wasn’t alone.

She had the dwarfish Sir Ian with her, looking even more ridiculous than usual in a kilt that seemed as deficient in size as he was. The large white ruffles they’d sewn on to his shirt looked near to giving up as a collar since his beard was in the way of most of the fastening ties.

It was ill-fitting, despite how much it probably cost. She supposed if he had a wife, she’d take care of such things as ridiculous-looking attire. He was heavily decorated with medals, too.

The Stewart king was known for settling grand gestures upon his nobles, even if they came with little in recompense. If the amount of decorations were to be believed, this Ian fellow was probably a court favorite. Or maybe they gave medals for being the court jester.

Sybil smiled slightly at her own thoughts and watched as Sir Ian showed the effects of too much ale or lack of manners as he remained seated during her entrance. His wife would be the recipient of such ill manners, too. All of which went through her mind and cemented her resolve to do all in her power to make certain that if he took a lady to wife, it was anyone except her.

He was sitting in one of the heavily tufted and horsehair-packed seats, and she noted his feet were dangling above the floor. Sybil wondered how he’d managed to get up that far without an assist, and looked about for one of his men. She spotted two of them behind the wooden panels that could be used to separate and enclose the room. This would make telling her tale more difficult, but the worst—the absolute worst—that could happen was that she’d be tossed out and left on her own.

So be it.

Sybil raised her head and looked at both of them, and then curtseyed.

“Sybil! I’m so pleased to see you…and looking so well.” Her stepmother put an emphasis on the words, leaving Sybil in no doubt about how effective the white wimple and light mauve-colored gown were with her coloring. She made it worse as she blushed slightly.

“You asked to see me, my lady?”

“I have the grandest thing to import! Sir Ian Blaine has asked for your hand. In wedlock. Isn’t that wondrous?” And then Lady Eschon clapped her hands as if it really were great news.

“I—” Sybil started to answer.

“Of course, you’re properly grateful. And modest, as well. You see, Sir Ian? My daughter is overcome at your offer.”

“I do see.”

Sybil glanced at him in time to see him wipe at his lips with his sleeve as he appraised her, just as she did on occasion, such as when she’d been attempting to decipher the reason behind why a wasp didn’t die upon stinging, but a bee did. Exactly like that. Only worse. She’d never survive a wedding night with this man crawling all over her.

Sybil sucked in a breath. “I am overcome with this offer, Stepmother. It just…it’s a bit late, I’m afeared.”

“Late?” They said the word in tandem and with nearly the same inflection.

Sybil swallowed the fear away. “I understood that Sir Ian wished a pure maid to wife. I am sorrowed that I am no longer a maid.”

“What?” Lady Eschon was on her feet first, but only because Sir Ian had to shove himself to the edge of his seat before he could hop down. Then they were both directly in front of her with accusing eyes.

“How is this possible? You see no one.”

“But—you sent him, my lady,” Sybil stammered, putting the slightest touch of confusion in her voice. “Yestereve.”

“I dinna’ send any man to your chamber! I would na’…” Her voice dribbled to nothingness. Sybil knew why, and smiled slyly as Lady Eschon remembered.

Unfortunately, the dwarf man caught her expression. She watched as he considered it. Sybil made her features go completely blank.

“The blond man? The one the guards spotted? This is who you allowed into your bed? The man you allowed to…to…!”

“I could na’ prevent him, my lady.”

“He forced himself on you?” Lady Eschon asked.

Sybil was treading on unsteady ground now. She knew it as the dwarf man glared at her and gripped what was a squire-sized sword at his side. It could still kill, or he wouldn’t be wearing it. She had no doubt.

“He…is a large man,” she whispered. She tried to say it without the inference it was bound to have, but knew she’d failed as Lady Eschon gasped and that was drowned out by the sound of a sword being pulled. Sybil backed out of range, in the event he had a temper. She watched as the blade lowered again.

“This man forced himself on my betrothed?” he asked in a high-pitched, childish-sounding voice.

“I am…nae one’s betrothed, sir,” Sybil replied.

“You are now,” he replied, even louder.

“Wait! I am of little value in any event! I am but a bas—”

“Sybil!” Lady Eschon screeched the name, stopping her.

“Words dinna’ change what occurred. And I will na’ take insult lightly.”


“There was nae insult! You canna’ say so.”

“I do say it. And this man will die. By my hand. I vow it.”

“See reason, Sir Ian.”

“I have been insulted by this man, and you request reason?”

“’Twas no insult intended! He was sent to my chambers. I was there. He thought I was his for the taking! I swear!” Sybil was losing patience. It sounded in her voice.

“Dinna say another word, my lady. Na’ one.”

“Wait!”

The sword came up again, this time to the level of her throat. Sybil looked down the gleaming length at that black face and couldn’t find one bit of compassion or reason anywhere within it. She couldn’t believe she’d evaluated that killing piece of steel as squire-sized. It was capable of taking off her head.

“Escort her to her rooms. See that she stays there. Lady Eschon? Come with me.”

Sybil lowered her head so he wouldn’t spot the anger she’d barely had time to assimilate. Nothing had gone to plan, and it was her fault. She’d made everything dire and horrid, and he had no right to order her about. None! She heard his path out of the room, with her stepmother trailing.

And then she saw the four boots belonging to her escort.

“My lady?”

Sybil lifted her head and favored each of them in turn with what she hoped was disdain and contempt. “Dinna’ touch me or come within arm’s length of me, or you will regret it.”

Her answer was a shove as one of them reached for her arm to propel her out into the hall. He was going to be the first to receive her poison hyacinth leaf dust. That was what he was getting, she decided.







Chapter Nine



“What is the yellow powder for?”

At the first bit of voice, Sybil yanked back from contemplation of the blue-cast smoke she’d created. Then she was on her feet and facing the man that should have been in the next glen, the next dale, or at least in the next room. He’d spoken even before he finished entering her chamber through what was supposed to be a guarded door. And then he made it nearly impossible to answer as he took up the space right in front of her.

“Well?”

“Where’s…Waif?” she asked instead.

“Move aside.” He was curt, almost angered, although he wasn’t saying so. He was also shivering with damp, if the way he dropped beside her fire was any indication. “And stoke this fire. What flames burn blue?”

“Vision-cast ones,” she replied automatically.

“Seek visions later. Get this one warm. Now.”

“Why dinna’ you come in sooner? It’s been raining all day.”

“Because some wench sent me a packet designed to put me to sleep for the span of a day, and she dinna’ seem to care that I’d be outdoors and unable to find a way out of the cursed rain. But thank you for bringing all of that up. Now, stoke the fire. ’Tis cursed cold.”

“Keep your voice low, please.” Sybil was moving to do his bidding, finding one of her oil-soaked logs because it would burn faster and brighter.

“Why? There’s naught to hear me.”

“I have guards. Just outside the door.” She motioned with her head toward the door.

“You dinna’ have anyone. I already checked.”

“You checked?”

“In my current state, I dinna’ find this way easily. You dinna’ have guards. What you have is scratching, moaning bodies. Three of them. At the bottom of the steps. What did you give them?”

“Dried and ground hyacinth leaf,” she replied automatically.

He grunted. “Serves them right. You warn them first?”

“Aye.”

“Fair enough.”

“Wait a moment. How do you ken these things?”

“I had a dream-induced sleep, lady. I learned many things I only suspected afore. Could you put a bit of quickness to the stoking of your fire? I’m still cold and wet, and unless you have another plaide in this room, in a moment I’m going to be naked.”

He was already putting deed to word as he unfastened the brooch at his shoulder holding the feile-breacan in place.

Sybil’s mouth dropped open.

“What? Dinna’ tell me you have qualms over nakedness. And expect me to believe it, anyhow,” he remarked with a glance at her.

Sybil had to turn away and spent the time rolling the blue-ash-covered log onto its side in order to put her oil-soaked one on. Not only would it burn brighter and warmer, but it lasted longer if she treated it, too. She pretended the whispering sounds behind her weren’t clothing being removed, but when she tipped her head sideways to check, she couldn’t help gasping.

Vincent Erick Danzel was the most glorious man she’d yet seen, and he was in profile to her, with one thigh bent forward while he rubbed himself with what looked like one of her sack dresses. At her involuntary sound, he looked over, and then winked.

“It seems to me the women of this clan have had the run of the keep for overlong. I am about to change that.”

“You…are?”

“Of course I am. I dinna’ spend an entire day in dream-induced sleep learning naught. Now. Hand over that wimple.”

He’d finished rubbing himself and had tied the garment about his hips in a haphazard fashion. It didn’t do much to disguise him, especially as he’d left it loose enough that it hung low, barely covering what it was supposed to. He hadn’t much hair to mute any of it, either. Sybil was afraid of what expression was on her face, and when he lifted himself to his full height and puffed out his chest, making everything taut, she knew he’d seen whatever it was.

“You doona’ just get to stare at me. You ken? I’m here. To give you what you require. What you need.”

“Oh dear…sweet…God.”

“I dinna’ think He has much to do with what it is you’ve put into being and have spouted lies in order to bring to fruition. Now, does He?”

“How…do you ken all of this?” Her words were being choked through a lump the size of her fist that had possession of her throat.

“A fox told me. How else?”

Sybil shook her head. “Nae.”

“Now, what is this accursed yellow powder for?”

He lifted his right hand and showed the stains. Then he was walking toward her, and showing how ineffectively he’d tied her sack dress as a covering since it was meandering to the roping of muscle about his hip. Sybil had to look at something else, anything else, or her tongue wasn’t going to work. It felt swollen to double in her mouth, where it was becoming a worse problem than the lump still in her throat.

“And why won’t it come off?”

“Oil.”

“Nae. ’Tis powder. And a more difficult substance I’ve yet to come across. What is it for, anyway?”

“Protection,” she replied.

“Protection? Oh. You’re going to be in need of protecting, lady. You should have had more guards.”

She shook her head.

“What? You think me easily fooled?”

“Nae. The yellow powder is for protection.”

“What are you supposed to do with it? Pitch it into an enemy’s face? I canna’ see any use for such.”

He was rubbing his stained digits on the side of his wrapping and pushing it further awry each time. Sybil’s eyes wouldn’t move from the sight and she gave them the order to do so.

“It has to wear off.”

“How long does that take?”

“A day. Two.” She shrugged. “I dinna’ ken for certain. I’ve na’ tested it.”

His eyes widened. “You sent it to me untested?”

“Nae. ’Tis tested. I’ve just na’ asked the particulars of the test.”

“Riddles. It’s always riddles with you. Step aside. That blaze is looking nice and warm. And I’m for feeling it.”

Sybil hadn’t any control over her body yet. Her eyes were still ignoring the command not to look at him. So he simply picked her up with a hand on each shoulder and put her to one side. The spots tingled, even as she told them not to. And then he was on his haunches with his hands stretched toward her blaze, showing a span of back-flesh that had more muscle than she’d ever seen and was filled with scarring.

Sybil dropped to her knees beside him. “These…are whip marks,” she whispered.

“So?” he replied. “Whips leave marks. Always did.”

The shrug he accompanied the words with lifted his back in front of her and then settled it right back down. Sybil reached out and traced one zigzag path and then another. She had the movement of his flesh as warning before he swiveled his head to look back and down at her.

“Did they send up anything for your sup?” he asked.

“Sup?”

“Sleeping the day away does tend to make one hungry. And wet. And cold. And angered. And did they bring you a sup or na’?”

She nodded.

“Did you save any?”

“Aye.”

“What is it?”

She hadn’t had an appetite. They’d sent up an entire bread trencher full of venison stew, potatoes, and all sorts of vegetables. It was warm, but barely. She went through the ingredients as she rose to her feet.

“Good. Fetch it. Put a kettle on your fire and roast it again.”

“Roast it? Again?”

“Aye. Food that sits out and gets cold is na’ only unappetizing, but it sickens more than all else. Besides, a bit of heat might assist with any potions you felt fit to season it with. In the event I managed to get back into your chamber and you wished to send me to sleep again.”

“I dinna’ touch it.”

“And I’m na’ that foolish. You’ll eat first. Now, fetch it. And get me the remedy for this powder whilst you’re up and about.”

She was almost to the table to do his bidding before he’d finished, and his words sent her to the apothecary cabinet instead. The big key was hanging beside it, and within moments she had a palmful of dried mushroom as well as her little vial of savory oil. She had other oils in the cabinet. Massage oils of woodsy smells, and some that were of use to make the bathwater not only silken to the feel but sweet-smelling with crushed lilac, the full-body aroma of the rose, or the heady scent of jasmine.

Savory was something else. It was useful for stirring the muse and creating sensual enhancement. She was almost afraid to use it. She was more afraid of not using it. That was what the mushroom would be for.

He hadn’t moved much when she returned, only enough to stretch his legs out and put his toes close to the fire. The man had enormous feet. Sybil blushed as she put what that meant to deed and glanced to where he’d piled the largest swath of cloth: the front of his hips.

“Well?”

Sybil looked up and caught the smile that reached his eyes.

“Will I pass for what you need?”

“I dinna’ ken what you refer to,” she said in as stiff a tone as possible. And then she turned back to the smaller kettle, tossed the mushroom dust into it and pushed the stew mixture atop that, before hanging it on the fireplace hook.

“Oh, aye. You do. Easily.”

He was leaning back, using his bent arms for support of his upper torso and putting such a huge span of male at her feet that he nearly reached where she’d put the first armoire. Sybil cursed herself silently for the whim that had her looking to see what he was doing. And she turned back to stirring the stew mixture, listening for the hiss and spit of liquid as it warmed.

“Dinna forget the bread,” he commanded.

“I’ll na’ add the bread to this. I doona’ wish it soaked.”

“Put it atop your griddle, then. You can na’ tell me you dinna’ possess a griddle. I’ll na’ believe it. Oh nae. Na’ you. There’s naught in this little chamber of yours that you dinna’ design, put into being, or procure for your use. You have everything you need. Everything.”

“I dinna’ ken what you speak of.”

“Oh aye. You do. Again. You’ve everything at your fingertips to make anyone ill, or well, or pained, or ecstatic, or livid. Or chilled, or warmed, or neither. I prefer the ecstatic part. As you did for me last eve. Can you do that at will—or is there a potion to assist?”

Sybil dropped the savory bottle and watched it roll until it stopped against his side. She couldn’t move her eyes. Not even as he rotated and turned, moving muscle upon muscle in order to reach the little bottle and lift it. The man was too gifted with male beauty. It wasn’t normal. It certainly wasn’t fair. He was tipping the bottle this way and that, watching the dark liquid move against the firelight, and then he was looking at her.

“And this is?”

“Savory,” Sybil answered automatically, with a slight smacking sound. She wasn’t in control of her mouth anymore. If she was, she wouldn’t be mimicking a kiss with every word that came out of her lips.

“Savory.”

He put his mouth in the same pout, and Sybil really did sigh then. Anything else was beyond her.

“And just what does this savory do?”

“Creates…” She couldn’t say it. She could barely think it and ducked her head before he noted it.

“Hmm…What do you do with it?”

“Rub it on your fingers,” she replied.

“What is that going to create?”

Sybil shook her head to clear it. It wasn’t working. The savory might as well be in the air and permeating everything.


“So now it doesn’t create?” he asked, mistaking her motion.

“It’s an oil. For your fingers,” she explained. “For the yellow powder.”

“Ah. I see.” He was already unstopping the lid and tipping the bottle to get a drop onto his thumb and forefinger. She watched in a hypnotic fashion as he rubbed the digits together and then wiped his hand on the sackcloth he was semiwearing. And then he was lifting them in front of his face and examining them for the result. “It’s one of your potions that does more than one thing.”

Sybil’s eyes went huge. And then he was sniffing at his fingers and coming away with a perplexed look on his face. “’Tisn’t much for scent. So it must have another thing it creates. True?”

She didn’t answer. She was on her feet and pulling on the knob that was attached to her flat pan. She had it kept in a slit between the stones of her fireplace directly above and to the side of the opening. That way it was always warm.

“Hmm…Bright. You’re a bright lass. Verra. Na’ much for compassion and seeing to other’s needs, but bright.”

“You dinna’ look to need compassion.”

He grinned, and her belly lurched. “I dinna’ say I was looking for compassion, lady. I’m speaking of needs. At the moment, you’re doing well. You’ve seen to fresh clothing for those that were ill-used by spending all day in a downpour. Then you saw to the warming of my frame, putting at bay any illness that might have arisen from spending all day in a downpour. Now we’ll see what else the evening holds for us, after you’ve seen to another of our needs.”

“O-our…n-needs?” She stammered the words.

“Sup. You are warming sup?”

Sybil had the flat pan in her hands still and looked down at it without even seeing it. Then she placed the bread on it before putting it atop the fire where it started giving off the smell of toasting bread. That combined with the bubbles from the mushroom-enhanced stew was putting an aromatic feast in the air. She watched as he raised his chin and sniffed appreciatively, and then was caught looking as he brought his head back down. The blush was strong enough to make small dots of perspiration bead her forehead, and he spoke as if he knew.

“It’s rather hot in here.”

“I thought you wished the heat,” she replied.

“I did. Do. I meant for you.”

“Me?”

“You wear too much. That is my meaning.”

Sybil couldn’t answer. Her throat wouldn’t make the necessary movement.

“Start with that headdress thing. Take it off. Now.”

She had her fingers to the tie before she stopped. “Why should I?” she asked with a semblance of her usual self-confidence.

“Because I bid you do so. You wish to argue it?”

He was moving…flexing and molding every bit of tanned and naked skin on every bit of muscle it wrapped, and the knot at his hip was sliding open at the same time. Sybil had to swivel from the sight or her fingers weren’t going to be doing anything other than reaching for what he was putting on display for her.

His slight chuckle followed her. Everything he was doing should have been grating and angering, but it was neither. She wondered if he actually thought she was following his orders because she wanted him, like the other vapid wenches put there for his pleasure and his alone.

Probably. He knew what he was doing, and he did it well. He was using his nakedness, and she couldn’t stop him. In truth, she had to have it so. Sybil wasn’t the type to lie. That was for weak, poor souls. Sybil wasn’t weak. She was devious and strong and sharp. All of which pointed toward correcting the lie by making it a truth. And nakedness was involved at some point. She hoped it wouldn’t be as embarrassing as she suspected it would be. He was right. She’d made it too hot. Worse, her flush was making it unbearably so.

The wimple ties came apart finally and she pulled it from her head with trembling fingers. He didn’t need ever know of the lie…if the savory worked, or something of a sensual nature worked at making him desire her.

“Now. See to unfastening those disfiguring braids.”

“I…must see to the…stew,” she informed the nearest armoire door that was just beyond his head.

He clicked his tongue. “You’re still na’ taken with following directions, are you? Take out your braids and spread apart your hair—or reap the punishment. I’ve spent a bit of time designing it, too. You dinna’ wish to ken what it is. Trust me. Dinna’ fash yourself over our sup. I’ll fetch it.”

Sybil concentrated on the ties at the ends of each braid and spent as much time as possible working out the weave of each braid. It still seemed too short a span of time. And then she was raking her fingers through each length of hair, splitting and then reforming the wavy locks that were going to be all she had for veiling when he called her for sup. She was going to need it, too.

She didn’t dare move from contemplation of the armoire front because moving to fetch a comb might change the strict discipline she was using for concentration. She had to. The sackcloth he’d been wearing was sitting in a puddle where he’d just been. And it wasn’t changing form. The indentation of where his buttocks had pressed down on the material was well-defined and easy to see. And note. And memorize. And fantasize about. And a thousand other things.

Especially when his shadow flicked across it from the fire. She nearly moaned and had to bite a knuckle to keep the sound where it belonged. Inside.







Chapter Ten



He was in severe trouble. And getting deeper every moment. She wasn’t doing anything she was supposed to, and that made him do things he wasn’t supposed to and say things that weren’t clear in his head. And worse! She was amenable to absolutely everything he told her! He’d even tried being overly arrogant and aggressive, yet still she complied with grace and dignity. If she didn’t say or do something to show her true self, and soon, he was going to be hard put to stay away from her.

That’s what she’d earned. Torture. And torment. And he was going to leave her as unfulfilled as he’d been when he’d awakened finally with Waif at his side and need pounding with every beat of his heart and every rain-soaked breath he sucked in. Nearly unbearable need…for her? Damn!

Vicious wench that she was, she’d probably given him a potion designed to drive a man to the brink of release and just leave him dangling there, longing for something he daren’t have. She deserved to be treated to a display of dominance and heathen ways because he was in the mood for a good fight of wits. And then, when he gave her one, she acted like this?

Vincent had his wet, chilled, scratchy plaid about him before she’d finished taking out her braids and combing through her hair, the motion making a waterfall of shadow. His hands were visibly trembling as he tied the kilt material in a double knot and then yanked on it for good measure. The lass was getting under his skin again, and he didn’t trust himself.

The oily substance she’d given him to wipe off the yellow powder had worked for that, but there was something even worse about it. Where the yellow had done naught but stain, this new stuff was making his skin sensitive and heated. He lifted his fingers to his nose and sniffed. There wasn’t much odor, and yet the warming sensation had begun there, and it was spreading until it was near to making droplets of sweat break out near his hairline.

There was a heady aroma of roast venison in the air. She’d seasoned it with something he couldn’t quite place. Tasty. It smelled delicious. He wasn’t waiting. He didn’t dare. He had to get his hands busy, and he had to do it quickly. Vincent would start with a good portion of the stew. It was better than the other…the envisioning. And fighting himself.

Anything was better.

Vincent had the entire mixture dumped onto the warmed trencher of bread and was shoveling huge bites into his mouth before he heard what could only be a sigh coming from behind him. He ignored her and kept filling his mouth. Chewing. Swallowing. Again.

“Is the sup to your satisfaction?” she asked in a warm voice that searched out and found the base of his back.

He nodded, swallowed, and gulped in another bite. Chewed. Swallowed. Listened to the sound of his own jaw moving, his throat working. He could almost hear the reaction in his belly when the fare reached there. It was decidedly not what he was used to. Vincent cursed himself, put the trencher back on the warming slab, and stood, backing from it. He should have known she’d dose the food, too! Only a fool would have touched it.

Vincent realized the obvious. He was rapidly turning into a fool. He was losing the bargain he’d made, as well.

Myles had warned him. In no uncertain words. And with the punishment of total banishment if he failed. From the clan. Vincent was to get her to fall in love with him. He was to leave her. He shouldn’t touch her. He wasn’t to take her. He couldn’t violate her. He shouldn’t—

“You…have your plaide back on?” she asked.

“Aye,” he answered finally, thankful his mouth worked. He tipped his head just slightly toward where she stood. Damn the wench but with her hair swirling all about her and picking up glints from the fire, his knees reacted, weakening his legs and forcing him to consciously think about stiffening them in order to remain standing. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. He gulped.

“But why?” she asked.

“Instinct and self-preservation,” he replied without thinking.

She giggled; his heart stumbled in rhythm, and he looked away. Rapidly. Toward the window, where it was safer.

“In…stinct and self-preservation?” she replied finally, only she’d strung out the first part of the first word, making almost a caress out of it.

“Aye,” he replied. Blinked. The damn window looked like it had moved closer. Then it moved again. Farther away. Then closer again. How is that possible? he wondered.

“Why would you need such?”

“What?” he asked.

“What is it you require instinct and self-preservation for?”

“Oh. The fight.”

“Fight? Now?”

“Aye. Now.”

“Against…what?”


Vincent shook his head. The window had a maw of a mouth at the center. He watched as the doors warped and darkened, preparatory to opening and swallowing something large. Like a man.

“You,” he answered.

“Me?”

Again, she gave the giggle. Vincent sucked in a breath and held it, using the time it took to temper the lurch his heart had made and the resultant fire that was spearing his groin, making even the wet plaide feel sensual and lush. She’d dosed the stew for certain—and he’d assisted her by gulping it down!

He knew that was what had been done and every hair at the back of his neck whispered to him of it. That was only slightly worse than the whisper her shift was making as the material moved across one thigh, then the other, caressing her belly, her legs, her knees, her hips, and whispering about how it felt.

Vincent groaned slightly as she filled the space in front of him and looked up. His mind wasn’t imagining the pinpricks of nipples at the peaks of what appeared to be pert, tasty breasts. They looked like they’d fit nicely in his hands too, if where they were testing the material near his belly was any indication.

“Truly?” she asked.

“Aye.” The word was croaked, but it was the best he could do. She’d called him a toad prince, and at the moment he sounded it.

“But…why?”

He licked his lips. “You’re a lass.”

“True.”

She lifted a lock of her hair and brushed it behind her, drawing his glance for a moment before he returned it to the window that was now leaning toward him, with the stone top growing in shape and size until it looked near to collapsing the structure. He didn’t shift his glance anywhere near her. He couldn’t. Her hair-shifting motion put even more definition to her breasts, as if the material were as gossamer as the pink chemise thing she had hidden in her drawer.

“Over here….” He heard a whisper as clear as if the garment actually had a voice and were calling to him with it.

“What of it?”

He shook his head. Not elegantly or with any grace, but with great, large swoops of movement until his neck complained and then his shoulders. It was stupid, and he probably looked worse, but it had worked. For the moment, anyway. The whisper was gone, fading back toward the armoire where it belonged.

It hadn’t taken the image of the pink garment caressing her flesh with it, though. He licked his lips again, closed his eyes…shook in place. And opened his eyes again.

“What?” he asked.

“I am a lass.”

“Oh. Aye. You are.”

“I ken as much.”

“You’re also fetching.”

“Fet…ching?” she asked, stumbling strangely through the word.

“You see any other fetching lasses about?” he asked.

“Fetching…Sweet…Tasty…” She was whispering the words. Or the chemise was doing it for her.

“Aye. Fetching. And sweet. And tasty,” he answered.

“Tasty?” The word was an octave higher than her normal tone and came with a sound approaching a gasp.

The result was a symphonic ringing in one ear. Not unlike a belfry of perfectly pitched rectory bells. Vincent tipped his head the opposite way, lifting the affected ear higher than the other. That didn’t do much save send the ringing into his other ear, making it a chorus of ringing for several heartbeats.

She was speaking again. Her mouth was moving, anyway. Vincent narrowed his eyes on her and concentrated and watched to see if he could make out the words. Behind her he watched the window bulge toward him. Vincent sucked in a breath and looked directly at it, willing it to cease.

“What have you given me?” he asked. Or thought he asked.

“Na’…much.”

“Na’ much…of what?” He had to turn from the window. That structure wasn’t behaving properly, and he’d tired of making sense of it. The wall to one side looked better. Only it contained her bed. With the short, frilled coverlet and the mattress just made for swaying and bouncing and keeping rhythm.

Vincent groaned and swiveled farther, facing the chamber door now. That heavy wooden piece had a stout bar across it, showing how effectively she was barricaded in. With him.

“’Twas but a bit of savory oil. At first. You used it on the powder.” She was in front of him again. Bringing the fragrant aroma of her hair, the visual stimulation of her frame, and the depths of silver eyes he daren’t look into for any length of time. Vincent moved his glance before being sucked into perdition.

“Savory oil.” He repeated. “Why?”

“’Tis a potion for enhancement.”

“Enhancement.” He repeated the word. Then he was trembling, and it wasn’t due to any potion. It was because where the area in front of the door was supposed to be dark, it wasn’t. It was being speared with an arc of blue and green-cast light, and in such a vivid color combination, it was breath-stealing. And when he blinked, a bolt of red speared through the light, making it even more beautiful and visual. He couldn’t move his eyes and stood trembling and watching it with awe.

And then, with a click such as one experienced before lightning struck near, the light was gone, leaving nothing except a darkened alcove and a barred door. The chemise was snickering at him, too. He heard it and fought the rise of ire that accompanied being laughed at. He was getting angered at a garment’s words?

Her potion had definitely enhanced his vision and hearing, as well as his imagination. He only wished it had stopped there. Vincent loosened the hold he had on his thighs, bending his legs slightly so that the desire he couldn’t staunch wasn’t so evident. He also watched in dismay as the wood slats in the door gapped slightly, showing where the light had gone. Vincent bent forward, balanced himself by putting his hands palms downward and facing each other on either thigh, and tried to send the rush of lust back to where it came from. Before she saw it, assigned meaning to it, or just ran in fear from it. He’d never had such trouble before.

That’s when the floor started moving.

Vincent panted for breath and watched the floor slide just enough that he had to stumble to keep his footing, and then the wicked wench moved to the area right beside him, hovering at the exact level of his stooped position. Vincent sucked for moisture enough to speak. Or make sense when he did speak.

“What?” He didn’t actually hear her ask it. He watched her lips make the word.

“Your…room,” he replied, taking a breath between the words.

“What of it?”

He shook his head. Even if he wished to, he couldn’t describe it. He’d sound mad. “What was in the sup?” he asked instead.

“Mushrooms. Dried.”

“Why?”

“You dinna’ find it to your liking?”

“What…does this…mushroom do?”

“Oh. Flavors the food.”

“Na’ else?”

“It has been known to make one see things,” she explained.


“Things?”

“All kinds of things. With differing degrees. I’ve heard of lights, movements, voices. Things such as this. I’ve na’ tried it afore, so I’ve nae experience.”

She condemned herself with a pout, and using such a sweet tone! Vincent shuddered more severely as he caught and held on to the absolute craving he had to taste the lips she’d put in such a kissable shape. And then he watched them open and mouth words at him to that effect!

“Kiss me…. Taste me….”

“Why…would you do this?” He had a voice after all, but it was rasped. It hurt his throat to use it, too.

“I…needed to.”

“Why?” He asked aloud. And why did everything she say have more puzzle to it? Couldn’t the wench say one thing and have it answer what he wanted to know? Vincent’s palms were getting damp, just from resting atop his kilt-covered thighs. “And…to…me?”

She shrugged, and the material she wore whispered of hidden delights at the same time as it defined them for him. She had perfect breasts, too, he decided—firm and tempting and ripe. Vincent almost didn’t hear her answer.

“’Twas the best option, of course.”

He lifted his gaze from contemplation of her bosom and wrinkled his brow at the same time. He barely avoided contact with her eyes and settled again on the perfect, rose-colored texture of her mouth. And then he had to force himself to endure the sweetness of her breath that testified to how wondrous fair she’d taste. He opened his mouth to tell her to hie herself over to the other side of her room, and then said something completely different.

“To what?” he asked. He was going to berate himself later for making this torment last longer than it needed to. He couldn’t now. He wasn’t in control. He actually felt more stewed than a full-day drunk.


“The alternative, of course.” She was giggling again, and his hands slipped.

Vincent either had to fall forward or move upright and find his grip again. He chose the latter, and knew she’d looked. And evaluated. And had a cunning look about her now. Unfortunately, it didn’t detract from her at all. It actually made her more intriguing and seductive. Damn her.

“I’d also heard…of that,” she whispered.

Or maybe she didn’t whisper it. But it was her mouth moving. Vincent narrowed his eyes as the arc of light appeared again. It wasn’t quite as vivid, but since she was now standing in the spot where it hovered, she was being treated with the glow of bluish-green around a fragment of red, and there was now yellow. A warm yellow, as hot as the fire as it bathed her features with light.

“What…lass?” he asked.

“Sybil,” she replied, and then he had to thwart his body’s response as she sucked her lower lip into her mouth in such a seductive fashion, he was ready to follow it and show her what a tongue was for. And what that lower lip was better used for, and how primed he was to do all of it to her.

Stopping the motion wasn’t easy. Vincent stood in the hunched-forward position, gripped his thighs until he bruised them, panted through breath after breath, and kept his eyes narrowed on the glow of her.

“My name is Sybil. Na’ lass.”

Vincent nodded. He wasn’t trusting his mouth. Not yet. Maybe when the effects of her potions wore off, but not now.

“Say it,” she said, and then, blast her, she moved closer, within a hairsbreadth of touching.

Vincent was shaking now, and the floor’s rolling movement was assisting him. “Sybil,” he managed.

“Oh, sweet knight. I would have it different, but I was left with nae choice. You ken?”

He shook his head. Not in answer to what she was saying, but to get distance between where those lips were hovering, tempting, pursuing.

“Does it…pain?”

“Aye…and nae,” he replied.

“Bad?”

“Oh. Aye,” he replied again.

“Bad enough to do something about it?”

Vincent moved from contemplation of her mouth to her eyes. The world spun, and then he realized it was simply the whirlpool that was her silver and blue–cast eyes, drawing him in…closer…holding him.

“Something?”

“I dinna’ fash what happens. You’ll need show me.”

“What…happens?”

His voice rose, and his body lurched forward of its own volition, putting him fully against the side of her hip. Vincent gave up a hand position on what had become a slick surface of kilt-covered thigh. He had both hands gripping her buttocks, lifting and holding her in place as he worked at controlling the primal urge. He knew his features were contorted as he struggled with himself.

“Lass. Lass.” He was crooning it without conscious thought. “You’ve na’ much time.”

“Are you going to tupp with me?” she asked.

“Nae.” He shook his head.

“Nae?”

Her breath touched his chest. Where no material was protecting. He shook his head. “Definitely nae.”

“Why na?” She asked.

“Because if I dinna’ let you go this moment…” He stopped to let the threat of words settle between them and fought for control over the haze of light that was permeating his tissues and making everything about where they touched glow and hum with intensity and power and strength.

“And?” she asked impatiently.


Vincent flexed his hands on firm mounds of buttocks and started moving her, sliding her lower belly against the raging thrust of maleness she’d tormented into being and then teased into uncontrollable lust. Then he stopped. Lurched. Pushed. Watched as her eyes widened and she trembled for a change.

“And I’m going to make it so you’ll na’ be able to walk. This is what is going to happen.” His voice was guttural and primal and angry. Viciously angry.

“Now?” she asked in a whisper, bowing her mouth into a pout made for sucking on and kissing.

Vincent didn’t answer her in words. He was beyond it.







Chapter Eleven



She couldn’t breathe at first. The Viking fellow was stealing every exhalation and replacing it with his own, and all the while he was slurping and sucking and plying her lips apart with his own and making a wellspring of desire and lust foment within her until the bubbles threatened to escape.

Then she forgot the need for breath as his hands held to her, holding her in place so he could push at her, rubbing with his groin against hers without end. Creating fire and making her absorb it until everything shattered. Sybil pulled her mouth away to give the cry space and sound, but he was too quick for her, too massive, too strong. He moved one hand to the back of her head, pinioning her with a fistful of her hair, and held her in place for the marauding force of his kisses.

Nothing was working at ending the near torment of suction, licking, and caressing that he managed with his lips, although she tried pounding on him at first. It had the effect of rain against stone, even with aimed fists at the flesh-covered steel that composed his entire frame. Nothing stopped him, nothing contained him, nothing even broke through the rhythmic movement he was putting her body through…against his. Over. Again. And then another sensation started…built…mounted. Swelling to a torrent of rapture that had its core at the place where he was rubbing her. And then the spot burst, spreading flickers of elation throughout every limb and changing the fists that were beating at him into fingers that molded, caressed, and slid along every nuance of that massive chest, hard shoulders, the scarred back, the ropelike tendons of his belly, striations of sinew in his arms…all of him she could reach.

And again. He was lifting her and sliding her, pulling her upward along him only to push her back down, turning her loins into a rash of nerve endings that were all screaming. Then she was giving it voice, yanking free of him to send the sound to the rafters. He was right with her, using his lips all along her throat before capturing the space below an ear and using a sucking motion combined with little flickers of his tongue to drive her nearly insane with shivers that just wouldn’t cease.

“Ah, but you’re a wild one. Na’ so fast. We’ve all eve. All eve. Hmm…”

His voice ended in a purr of noise that sent the vibrating quality of his murmur through her entire back, since he’d reached the area at the base of her neck and was tonguing his way from there to the neckline of her shift, and leaving an alternating trail of fire that became ice. Then when he traced over the same area again, made it firelike and heated. And with a slight chuckle of air, made it icy again.

“Did you na’ heed my warnings, love?” he asked, filling the area with the heavy depth of voice he possessed and was using with devastating results.

“What?” Sybil managed to mouth.

“Master. Me. At…many things…but most especially…”

With one upward shove, he had her belly over his shoulder and was walking to her bed with odd, slanted steps, as if he were walking on the deck of a ship in storm-tossed seas, making her swing from side to side. The view was extraordinary from his height and from upside down. Sybil shut her eyes on it.

And then she was swung down, into a berth made of his arms and lap, while all of it was atop her bed, which bounced more than once with the motion. Sybil was still struggling for breath, while being held against a wall of flesh. He had a fingertip beneath her chin forcing her face up to his, and there was the most severe yet tender expression on his face.

“What?” she asked.

“Pleasure,” he said, taking so long to say the word she nearly hit at him again.

“What?” she repeated, even more mystified this time.

He didn’t answer, but with those dark lashes narrowed, her heart tried to stop before deciding it really would continue beating. And once it did, the rhythm was rapid and harsh and strong enough to make panting of her breaths. All of which he watched, running his eyes over every bit of her. And then lowered his head, closing his eyes as he did so, and took her lips again.

Sybil didn’t wait. It was her movement upward that connected them, and she used the newly taught motions on him, ravishing and licking and sucking and churning emotion into a tangible affair that grew more heated and more wanton and more grasping and needy with every stroke of her lips.

That was when she felt his fingers on the fastening up her back. Vincent had her propped up, using an upturned knee for support as his fingers unfastened and pulled the rawhide lacing apart and then fully out. Then he was delving through the voluminous openings of her sleeves, wrapping his arms about her from behind and hauling her against his chest and cupping flesh that had never felt what it was feeling now. Sybil’s eyes flew wide, and everything on her went stiff. He started chuckling, sending cool streamers of air over the heated tender flesh of her throat.

“So lovely. So fair. So…soft.” And then he was moving his hands, massaging her breasts, cupping them and then teasing each nipple into a whorl of excitement and stimulation, turning her entire being into a writhing, moaning creature that she didn’t recognize. And still he continued his cadence of words. “So lovely. So fair. So…wild.”

He moved away, leaving her flesh quivering, her belly tensed, and her most private area a cauldron of want and desire and wickedness. And all he was doing was lifting her arms over her head in order to pull the shift completely from her body, releasing heated skin to the night air.

“It’s…Oh sweet Lord. It’s…pink.” Everything about the man holding her started to move, shifting and shivering and defined by firelight until he had her slanted onto the mattress, caught in that position by the tendrils of hair he’d made her loosen. Then he held her in place by one arm propping her up, bringing her nipple up to his mouth. Closer…with the pink gossamer fabric pulled taut and useless as a covering.

Sybil started kicking, pushing and struggling to get away from what he was about to do. He chuckled again, moving her with the motion, while the arm beneath her and the hand clutching one of her breasts into a peak tightened, holding her firmly, perfectly in position.

And then he was suckling, lapping and licking and tormenting, sending her into a realm she’d been told existed but dismissed as too exquisite to be real. The room was too small to confine such ecstasy, too narrow for such dizzying momentum. She felt him move to her other breast, lavishing the same attention and for the same amount of time, and then he was pulling the pink chemise from her, tearing anywhere it fought him.

Sybil was murmuring her satisfaction before that time, and still he continued, bringing her to the brink again and again and again. Before sending her over and making it such a thing of beauty and perfection and radiance that she might as well be glowing. The pink chemise hadn’t been much barrier, but by the time he’d ripped it fully open, it was worthless as anything save a rag.

And everything on her was primed for more. So much more. Vincent had maneuvered her onto the coverlet, in the most wanton position she could have imagined, with her shoulders atop the cool material, her hips and woman-place elevated atop his folded knees, while her heels and feet were just grazing the mattress toward the end of her bed. At first, all he did was look. Then he was breathing more heavily, using his hands to slide all about her, learning her curvature, her inner thighs…the back of her knees…her ankles. And back up.

She should have been shy. Embarrassed. Cringing from his scrutiny. She was the opposite. She was gyrating snakelike atop his lap, alternately lifting and then swaying from side to side, and touching every time at the man-part of him he was denying her. It was a gratifying moment of time whenever she connected, and she knew it by the immediate cringe his entire body made, while his belly went nearly concave with the effort of keeping that solid, firm, and overly large portion of him from direct contact with her.

“Ah, lass. Sweet lass. Impatient lass.”

In reply, Sybil sat up, reaching both arms about his neck with the intention of using her entire weight to bring him back atop her as she lay back down. Nothing of the sort happened, although she was pinioned high atop him for a span, before sliding slowly into the shadowy area he’d made with his bent legs, excess kilt, and what she needed. Craved. Had to have. Now.

“Vincent?” Sybil put sound to the name as she slid, her hair sticking everywhere about them, caressing where she hadn’t enough fingers.

“Aye?”

He lifted his head to say it, and the moment his eyes connected with hers, Sybil’s entire being reacted. Her heart quit thumping, her pulse ceased singing through her ears, and her mind stopped. Completely. Fully. Irrevocably. Vincent’s dark, fathomless, deep eyes locked with hers, gifting her with a breadth of emotion so astonishing, the shock held her immobile for long enough that she had to gasp for the next breath.

And then she knew. Sybil of Eschoncan Keep didn’t believe in love, but that didn’t stop it. She had to look away before he saw the realization as the horrid emotion hit her. Held her. Owned her. Defined her. Forever.

“Ah…lass. Lovely lass. Tasty.”

He was suiting deed to word as slashes of wetness trailed from wherever he put his tongue, crossing it about her rib cage, tempting the flesh just below a breast, cleaving a line directly up her center to the bottom of her jaw. And through that, Sybil was existing on a plane of wantonness, feeling burned and then frozen by just that minute touch.

“I’ll na’ take you rapid, lass. I’ll na’. ’Tis worth too much.”

He was crooning words as she strained at him, alternately bucking her hips upward and then shoving them down into the well of space he’d made with rock-hard thighs, and feeling everything on him react if she made contact. Up again. Slamming down as far as he’d allow.

“Vincent,” she began.

“Your potion has a strange effect, love,” he answered.

“Please?”

“It has given me walls that move, mattresses that do the same, and a vividness to every bit of this, that makes it…more.”

“More?” she asked.

“Much more. Worse. Better.” He was speaking against her neck, sucking on the flesh there and causing a riot of shivers to flood through her.

“Vincent!” It was Sybil grasping for his mouth and making him change the direction of his attention.


“Aye, Sybil lass?” he asked.

He had a lopsided grin on his handsome face, and if she hadn’t been convinced of her love yet, that expression would have done it.

“I need…I want…Please?”

“Aye, love. I ken. Exactly. I’m a bit…worried.”

“What?” she asked, and then said it again in a louder, higher pitch.

“I’ve done many bad things. Many.”

“Vincent!”

“I’m afeared this may be one of the worst.”

“Is it…that bad?”

He turned his head again and looked her fully in the eyes while she suffered every increased thump of heartbeat in reaction.

“Oh nae, lass. ’Tis that good.”

“Truly?”

“Lass. I’m trying…for a bit of honor here. And strength.”

“Honor? Now?”

“Things…are na’ as they seem.”

“Nae?” Sybil lowered her chin and favored him with a lash-shadowed glance such as he used.

He gulped. Looked away for a moment, and looked back. “I’ve near gone too far. I’m na’ certain that once I…we…I’m afeared.”

“Of what now?”

“Pleasure.”

Sybil tried to make sense of that. She tried to get her mind to work. It was useless. She was a liquid ephemeral being, and that liquid was molten fire. Every bit of her was screaming for something, and she didn’t even know what.

“Tell me how, then. I’ll do it.” Sybil was bucking and roving and straining, and he was opening his legs a fraction, letting her touch him more often and with more effect, if the vibrating strength that cleaved her buttocks was any indication. He was also moving. Regardless of his intent, and his words of honor and fear and whatever else he was mouthing, his entire lower torso area was lifting, bringing him closer to her with every plunge she made.

“Now, Vincent! Tell me now!”

“We canna’! I canna’!”

“Blast you, Vincent. Please! Tell me what I need to do. I’ll do it! Please? You’ll be blameless. You hear?” She was sobbing the words, holding to his neck and using her legs as anchors to slide up and down the ridges of his lower belly, and it wasn’t enough. She knew it wasn’t enough. If he didn’t tell her soon, she was going to come out of her skin with the anxiety and strength of need.

Then hard, strong hands gripped her waist, his thighs slackened their cage of restraint, and the very next moment, he was slamming her down and impaling her fully onto what she’d already known was going to be enormous and rigid and strong. She just hadn’t counted on the pain and blood.

“Oh dear God. Dear God. Let me go. Dear God. You hear me? Oh, Vincent. Please?” Sybil felt the tears splashing to her chin more than knew she was weeping them. She’d never cried. It was stupid. She lifted one hand and palmed at the wetness. “Please?”

“’Tis too late, lass. You canna’ change…this…now. Jesu’!”

His answer was garbled and said through clenched teeth. He was shaking, too, until the hands on her waist slipped, but he immediately had them back, holding her in place and not allowing a hint of movement, even if she had wanted to.

“Dinna’ move, lass. Nothing. Not a finger. You ken?”

He wasn’t moving, either. He wasn’t even breathing. Sybil had her gaze locked on the view of Vincent arching backward onto the mattress, holding her firmly latched to him the entire time. The action stretched and pulled and sent more arcing burn to where they were joined. He didn’t know the agony he was causing. He couldn’t, or he’d not be so ungentle. There was nothing about the love act that was pleasant. Nothing.

“Vincent?” she whispered.

Her answer was a huge intake of breath, making her rise with the volume of it, and then he opened his eyes, connected to hers, and at the first instant, her body pulsed heavily, involuntarily.

It was then he moved, grabbing her to him and rolling, flinging her onto her back on the mattress. The entire time, keeping one hand securely at her back and holding her pinioned in place. For him.

“Damn you! Blast and damn—!”

He cut off his own curse, moved to slam both hands onto the mattress to either side of her, denting it with the mass of weight, and then he lifted himself. Sybil’s eyes went huge as she looked and couldn’t seem to stop looking. Vincent had every bit of him taut and rigid and perfectly defined. He didn’t have to warn her that he wasn’t interested in anything gentle.

Then he was pulling out, giving her a moment of respite before filling her again, fully. Totally.

“Put your legs about me,” he hissed, and Sybil tried, regardless of the pain. She didn’t dare argue.

“Latch your ankles. Now. Do it.”

He didn’t know what he asked, and the agony radiating through her back told her of it. He didn’t wait, either. He had one hand behind him, securing her ankles together at the small of his back, showing the full scope of his brawn and beauty as he held himself aloft with one arm to assist her. The moment she was readied, he dropped back to the angle he’d been in, and then he was pummeling, alternately filling her and releasing. Filling. Releasing. Over and over, and again, and again, breathing deeper and with more stridency and depth, and showing every bit of stamina and strength he’d claimed to be worried over.


His movements grew stronger, faster, more savage, and his breathing kept tempo with all of it. As did Sybil. She wasn’t in control of her own limbs any longer. All she knew was a terrific pounding that was taking over her hearing, her vision, her experience. It had sparked into being during his movements, and with each thrust was made stronger, more grasping, more needy, more wild.

She had her legs locked to him, her body driving into his, and just when she thought her heart couldn’t make one more beat, it felt like lightning hit, sending shoots of light and ecstasy rocketing through her and making it impossible to hold in the cry. She slammed her eyes shut but couldn’t prevent the keening moan that accompanied it.

And still he thrashed into her, sparking more of the ecstasy and fulfillment into being before giving great lunges, followed by a series of small, quick-paced bursts that rocked the mattress beneath her.

“Oh…sweet! Lass! Love!”

He was still sending words through gritted teeth, if the sound was any indication. And then he was sobbing a long, drawn-out cry before subsiding into a mass of tremors. Sybil had her arms wrapped tightly about him as shudder after shudder ran through his frame and into hers.

And that’s when she knew fully what love was.







Chapter Twelve



He’d heard that Ireland was a good place for a man to start anew, gain a new plaide and allegiance, with nary a question asked. Not that he wanted all of that, but Vincent didn’t think he’d survive the thrashing his cousin, Myles, was bound to give him when he found out. Vincent hadn’t been allowed to touch her. Sybil Eschon was to lose her heart but nothing else. That was the bet, and it had been filled with warning.

Vincent sighed hugely before reaching forward to pat Gleason’s mane. The horse responded with a nod and a whiff of air that simulated his master.

It wasn’t all Vincent’s fault. He’d been spelled! He hadn’t been in control of his faculties or of his lust. He hadn’t been in control of anything. He’d never experienced the love act as he had with the little enchantress, and it terrified as much as enthralled him. All of which was no excuse, but he could swear each inhaled breath carried her scent and each step of the horse resounded with a remembered lunge of her body against his. While each movement of the saddle against his loins brought renewed craving to mind. Even the ground mocked him when it turned into a field of bloomed heather, covered with the pale sheen of dawn and looking the exact shade and texture of that pink chemise of hers.


There was nothing for it but to reach Aberdeen with as much speed as possible, find a filling meal, and hop a ship bound for the Emerald Isle. Or find a ship with a good supply of foodstuffs, and fill his belly then. Although the belly was the least of his troubles at the moment.

Vincent adjusted himself atop the saddle once again, sorely aware of the throbbing reaction occurring in his groin. Again. No wench had affected him to the point that everything itched and ached for a repeat. Especially not after the third time he’d taken his pleasure of her body. And that just before dawn. He probably had made walking difficult for the lass today, which was just as he’d promised. She’d be feeling the soreness and the effects of depletion. He’d made sure of it. But he’d never suffered the same things.

Vincent huffed out another breath. The mushroom powder she’d given him wasn’t the only reason, and he knew it. He was making excuses for what had been the most fulfilling, amazing experience of his life. He’d done it for the third time because not only was it satisfying to the extreme, but he hadn’t been lying when he’d spoken about how much the deed was costing him. Taking that lass had lost him the bet that was all the gold he could carry, and it had made him a Donal clan outcast. It was a hefty price to pay, and he was going to get as much pleasure out of it as possible so it would be worth it.

And strangely enough, he felt that it had been.

The heather thinned beneath Gleason’s hooves, and Vincent looked up, blinking as he thought he spied Waif. The dawn had been spreading while he meandered, losing track of the why behind his journey to Aberdeen with the remembrance of that lass. Sybil was gifted in ways no woman should be. Her kisses held the key to passion, and her body gave pleasure with every thrust, every movement, every silken caress and every single contraction she’d made around him, the thought of which gave him more bother and soreness and itch where he least needed it. Vincent reached down to adjust himself atop the saddle and wondered momentarily at the odd feel of little where there should be a fairly large size and substance.

The sun was starting to peek from behind him. That cleaved the cliff line in front of him into a solid line of black. For some reason, that had him thinking of her hair…its length, smell, and feel. Like rain-washed silk. And that changed any thought of why he was feeling smaller into why there was an odd pain within his ribs, almost like he’d swallowed too much air along with a tankard of ale. He licked his lips. He could do with a bit of brew. Or a large skillet of fried gruel topped with gravy. Mayhap some sausage crumbled within it, while heavy clotted cream was baked into a golden crust atop the concoction. Vincent sucked on the dry feel of his mouth at the thought of what a breakfast that would be. Such a meal might help a bit to take his mind off why his own body didn’t feel like it belonged to him. It might also take his mind off Sybil Eschon.

Gleason stopped, brought to a halt as Vincent pulled on the reins and watched with a touch of awe as the sun dappled the flat span of ground before him. Which was even more odd. Vincent didn’t have time to fill his senses with vistas of wonder and great breaths full of dew-kissed air. He had to get to Aberdeen. He had to get to a ship.

He had to get to Ireland. And find enough mead to forget.

 

Sybil didn’t open her eyes for what felt like hours. She didn’t want to. She didn’t want the experience to be over. It was well past her usual rising time, anyway. If she wasn’t under house arrest, her services would have been required long before dawn broke.

She moved her legs and then arms beneath the cool linen of her bed covering, marveling at how wondrously sore everything felt. Everything. Everywhere.


She’d been initiated into womanhood by a master of the art. She hadn’t even suspected that talent of his. She should have known after hearing his expertise with a mouth flute. Musicians and artists were rumored to be sensual and giving lovers. Vincent Danzel was every bit of that…and more. So much more that Sybil giggled aloud and hugged herself. She hadn’t known love felt like this.

“Lady Sybil?”

There was a tap and then a light whisper at her door. Sybil lifted her head and looked in that direction before dropping back to the mattress. She hadn’t the strength to move her head? That wasn’t good.

“Lady Sybil?” The tapping came again, making a repetitive drumming sound.

“Aye?” Her voice came out a croak. Sybil moved a hand to her throat and massaged the skin. That was another thing she hadn’t known. All her silent cries throughout that man’s lovemaking had taken a toll. She’d need to make herself a posset to relieve the soreness. When she managed to get up, that is.

“You’re requested below.”

Sybil huffed out her amusement. Her limbs felt detached. She hadn’t opened her eyes yet, she still trembled with remembrance, and they wanted her below? “I’m…ill,” she replied.

“Ill?” came the answer.

“Aye.” And filled with ecstasy, satisfaction, and joy. She probably glowed with it. Nobody had told her of that part of the love act. Especially not her sister Kendran. That woman was by all accounts dizzily in love with her husband, the Donal laird, and well-satisfied with her life. The last person she’d tell of love was her half sister, Sybil, who had tormented and teased her about all of it.

“I’m to escort you to the great hall.”

“Ill,” Sybil replied again. Louder.

Kendran probably didn’t thank Sybil for any of it, although it was Sybil’s influence that had kept sanity in the Eschon household just one Middlemas and half a year ago. Kendran had repaid her with a Christmas wish of an unsuitable man…and that was the reason behind everything. Sybil moved her hands away from her torso and trilled them down her arms as she unfolded them, enjoying every shiver the motion engendered in her flesh.

And why? Because that wonderful, blond, Viking, godlike man had made her a woman…his woman. Throughout the night. All night.

She should be blaming Kendran for her part in this. She wasn’t. Still keeping her eyes shut, she pushed the covers aside, welcomed the chill of air against the tender feeling blanketing all of her, and slid to her knees as her legs folded and refused to hold her. That had her giggling yet again. Sybil’s kneeling position was perfect for thanking Kendran for that Christmas wish of an unsuitable love. That was what had brought the little dwarf man into Sybil’s sphere. It was also what had given her the idea to ravish Vincent, and the audacity to carry it out.

“I’ll go for help.” The serf at the door was announcing it, his voice showing his relief at leaving rather than going through with what he’d been assigned. His words were as stupid as his reaction. Lady Sybil was their only healer. There wasn’t anyone else to help.

She didn’t need a healer anyway. What she needed was solitude and time. Solitude to enjoy every bit of the memory of last eve and the time to store it away. She slit open her eyes, brought the mattress edge into focus in front of her, and tipped her head. It looked a bit dented still where she was looking, the edge smashed by one of his hands as he’d lifted himself, leveraged himself, and driven into her time and again. And again.

Sybil sighed, put a hand where she was looking, and another around the headboard post to brace herself, and pulled herself upright. Then she had to wait, swaying the entire time, as her legs decided they would hold her up, albeit in a shaky fashion. Sybil watched her thighs tremble with the effort of standing. She also noted the myriad of thumb-sized areas darkening in spots about her skin. She instantly recognized the large, hand-sized positioning and what the bluish marks signified. And, as she swiveled to look over the rest of her, she could see the same pattern of light bruising on either buttock, and even about the area below her knees.

It was definitely a blush that happened next, starting a film of moisture to coat her and bringing the smell of their mating back every time she moved. It also made her very aware of the sticky feeling between her legs, where most of the soreness was emanating from. Sybil let go of her hold on the bed and made her way to her privy, holding her arms out for balance and taking small, careful steps until she was secreted behind the screen and staring at her reflection in the mirror. Tangles of black hair puffed about her face, framing it and messily trailing down her back. And her eyes looked enormous. Or maybe it was that her skin looked so white, especially with the pink spotting her cheekbones and spreading down from there to her collarbone. He’d called her wild, winsome, and wanton.

She looked to be all three.

Sybil smiled at herself and dipped her fingers into the water before tossing palms full onto her face. She’d done what she set out to do. She’d given validation to why the dwarf, Sir Ian, needed to withdraw his marriage offer. No one would doubt her now. She definitely looked like she’d received a man. And more than once, too.

Sybil was still giggling at the thought while she changed the linens soiled with the smell of him and the blood smears before she fell back to sleep.

 


Blast the wench!

He’d been more than spelled. He’d been cursed. Everywhere he turned, there was a reminder of her. Even the stream where he’d knelt to gain a full belly of cold water had sounded like it was soundlessly crying to him, much as she had done throughout the night. The gurgle of the burn had even sounded like it was crooning of ecstasy and pleasure, exactly as she had, more times than he could count. And more than he wanted to remember.

The ride to Aberdeen had never seemed so long! It would have been shortened if he hadn’t stopped constantly in order to look over a hanging bit of moss from a tree branch and compare it to her cloud of hair. Or if he hadn’t brought Gleason to a halt while his thoughts plagued him with remembered denial followed by bliss, torment applied to rapture, and affliction covered over with waves of absolute perfection. He didn’t know what the lass had done to him, but he was plagued constantly with it.

And harangued by every bit of conscience about how he’d left her, and was still leaving her, sneaking through the landscape like the low thief and ruffian he was. There was more to heap upon her head before the roofs of outlying Aberdeen came into sight. There was the repeated sensation of heat coming from his lower belly, where he was slightly bruised from where he’d pummeled against her pelvis. There was also the pulsating throb of his member each and every time it grazed the saddle with each and every step Gleason took. No amount of movement and readjusting on the hard leather muted or changed it. In fact, it got worse as the day progressed. And to all that was added the heavy feeling about his heart, making each beat have an accompanying pang that got worse the farther he traveled from her. He didn’t know what was wrong with him, but he knew what it wasn’t. It surely wasn’t regret. He didn’t spend time on such a useless emotion, and he wasn’t about to start now. Vincent never looked back. He’d been taught that lesson years earlier, as a lean youth, when a fire had consumed the Danzel castle, leaving him homeless and friendless and alone. That day he’d grown into a man, and it was as a man that he’d joined up with the Donal clan, earning his position through more than one battle spent at the laird’s side. Nobody ever questioned him, and he wouldn’t have answered if they did. Never look back. Always look forward. Take what the world offered and move on. That lesson was hard-learned and fully ingrained. Keep looking for women he’d yet to meet and enjoy, wines and ales he’d yet to drink, and songs he’d yet to compose and play.

He had his fipple out near dusk. He had to do something to send the madness that was Lady Sybil’s lovemaking away from him. But what came out of his instrument tugged at heartstrings and brought emotion right to his chest and from there into his throat. It caused more than one resident to come out onto their stoop as he passed, slowly moving through the streets that made up neighborhoods peopled with poor crofters.

It was a neighborhood that sinners knew and embraced. Every slum was.

Vincent found a larger building, framed with timber but packed with peat. It was noisier than the rest and light spilled out with the crowd sound. It also drowned out the haunting, lovelorn swell that had imbued his playing, no matter what tempo he attempted. He knew what he needed to banish Lady Sybil completely. He needed a full tankard of heavy mead, a full tureen of soup, and a lusty wench that wouldn’t have anything else in mind but his release.

Vincent slid from Gleason’s back, looped the rein over a jutting beam of the tavern, and went to the side to relieve himself. That’s when he knew the extent of the enchantress’s power. Vincent shoved the kilt flap open, reached to aim himself, and realized her full revenge wasn’t just the aches and pains and throbbing memories he’d been assaulted with throughout the day. It was worse. The wench had stolen his very manhood!

For several heart-thumping moments, he moved his hand about his groin area, searching for what had been there but finding only a lump of little size and no weight. That realization was accompanied by cold sweat that broke out at his hairline, accompanying the rapid breathing as he put his other hand to his groin and reached well beneath his legs. Nothing. There wasn’t anything to find or aim or entice a wench with. Vincent dropped his kilt back into place and stared at the croft wall in horror.

No man deserved this!

He searched for the water trough next and fell headlong into it, feeling the cold sting of water reviving him enough that he could control his heartbeat and get back some semblance of sanity. He’d been spelled. That was it. He was seeing things that couldn’t be. No wench had the ability to take a man’s member for revenge. At least, no wench without a blade.

He was out of the water and standing beside the trough, trembling. Then he was plastering the hair into place about his head and shoving it back over his shoulders. Then he was smoothing down the sides of his doublet, making certain of the fastening ties, before checking his sporran, his skeans, his belt. And everything but checking for what he most feared.

He went to a squat, jumped back up, did it again, jumped back up. There was no sway of an appendage between his legs, no slap of flesh against his thighs at the action. Vincent knew what he was doing even as he did it. The same he’d taunted lesser men with doing: procrastinating. He didn’t have a choice. He wasn’t sure he could stomach what he’d find when he looked again, now that he was aware, awake, and alert. He’d have to deal with it. He split his kilt open again and looked. And found nothing except hair.

“Hey, my good man. Can you spare a shilling?”


A drunkard bumped into Vincent, causing him to drop the plaide as the man fell into the trough. Vincent reached down, grabbed a handful of tartan, and hauled the man out. He was rewarded with a spurt of water as the man spit it at him, and then grinned.

“You’ve had enough,” Vincent replied.

The man’s smile fell. “I’ve but fresh started.”

“Then you dinna’ possess enough coin for a full drunk.” Vincent let go his hold on the lad’s shirt and watched as he fell onto his buttocks, raising kilt-covered knees and everything else and showing clearly that he still possessed a manhood. Vincent put his hands on his hips, raised his face to the night sky, and howled his anger at the fates.

“Come, friend! I’ll buy you a drink for that sorrow.”

The man was pulling himself to his feet, using the edge of the trough for leverage, and Vincent looked back down at him. He wasn’t but a slip of a lad, barely reaching Vincent’s shoulder. Yet he possessed what Vincent had just lost?

“You haven’t coin for a drink,” he replied.

“I will, if you lend me one.” The lad grinned as he said it, showing that not only was he cheeky, but he’d lost most of his front teeth as well. Already. It was obvious that not only couldn’t he hold his drink, but he was a poor brawler as well.

“I haven’t time for a drink. I have to think.” Vincent spun on his heel and started back toward Gleason.

“About what?” the lad asked.

Vincent turned sideways, faced the lad, and split his kilt open. “What do you see?” he snarled.

The lad reeled back as if slapped. “I am na’ one for men,” he spat.

Vincent reached out and grabbed the lad’s shoulder, and with one arm brought the boy to his chin. “I dinna’ ask for such a reason, whelp! I ask for my own sanity.”

He shoved the boy from him and took a few more steps before the lad spoke again, showing that he was keeping stride although he had to jog to do so.

“You want to ken what I saw? Is that it? You wish me to grovel?”

Vincent had reached Gleason. He was just about to unfasten the reins, but stopped.

“What?” he turned and glared at the slip of a lad, looking like he was about to receive a whipping. It was no wonder he’d lost his teeth. Vincent had rarely seen anyone so ready to take a beating. It was almost like he was expecting it and preparing himself.

“Verra well. I was wrong. You were just showing off. You’re a large, well-sized male. I’m na’. That was it, wasn’t it?”

“Showing off?”

“Aye. Showing off. Although I’ve been told size does na’ matter. You must think different. Can I have that coin now?”

“You see that?” Vincent stared at him. The lad looked too inebriated to be lying. Then again, he wanted a coin, and must think it within reach.

The lad nodded. Vincent reached to check. There was still nothing there of any substance and nothing of any size to put in his palm.

“You lie,” he hissed.

“Do you wish me to get a woman to say as much? They probably ken more about these things. I’ll fetch you one. Will that suffice to earning enough for a drink? Just one drink?”

“Aye. That will.”

Vincent turned from Gleason and reached into his purse, bringing out a handful of coins and selecting one. He held it out. “Bring me a wench, and I’ll give you this coin.”

“If I bring two wenches, will I get two?” the lad asked hopefully.

Vincent considered it. Then shook his head. He was swallowing pride and feeling belittled. He didn’t want two women seeing what the lad was obviously too drunk to see correctly.


“Just one. Bring me a woman that is na’ too drunk.”

The lad tipped his head. “Any particulars?” he asked.

“Aye. Make certain she has breasts.”

The lad was chuckling as he stumbled his way back around to the front of the establishment. Vincent sucked in a breath to give himself courage and reached beneath his kilt again to check. The lad was drunk. There wasn’t anything there. Even the lump was now gone. He actually felt the flood of emotion that must be the same a woman felt prior to a fit of weeping, before he heard the lad coming back.

He had a crone with him. Ugly. Hefty. Unclean. With rotten-smelling teeth and reeking of stale ale. She was talking a constant stream of complaints into the lad’s ear as he pulled her. Vincent’s face fell.

The lad pulled her over, making her words easier to hear.

“You tell me you have a great-sized, manly, fine-looking male outside for me, Randolph? This will be the day. The gods haven’t been that merciful to me since—” The crone’s voice stopped as she saw Vincent. Her mouth fell open, making even more stench come out of it, and then she grinned. Fully.

“See?” the lad she’d called Randolph said.

“Oh my,” she replied.

Vincent rolled the coin between his thumb and forefinger, more for the awareness of something real and tangible rather than the obscenity of the young, drunken slip of a lad and the old hag.

“Can I have the coin now?” the lad asked.

“This is na’ a woman,” Vincent replied.

“This is Lois. She has breasts,” the lad explained.

“It’s breasts you want? Oh, my fine man, why dinna’ you just say so? I’ve got just the thing for you.” Following which, the woman pulled down the front of her loose-hanging shirt and showed what amounted to long, droopy pieces of flesh with nubs of nipples at the bottom. “And there’s more where these come from, lover man. I’ve got just the warmest, wettest spot…” She was lifting one of her breasts and offering it toward him like that’s what he wanted. Vincent swallowed and flipped the coin at the lad, making certain it was out of range and Randolph would have to leave them to look for it.

He swallowed, but it was more a gulp. “I dinna’ wish a thing from you, Lois. Except the truth.”

She left her blouse open and moved so close that he almost gagged with the stench of her.

“It’s truth you want? I’ll tell you a truth. I’ve been servicing males for nigh on three decades, and I’ve never once faced the likes of a man such as you. Look at you. All brawn and beauty and strength. Oh my, but the gods have favored me for a certain tonight. I only hope I live through it.” She was rubbing her hands along his arm as she talked, and damn if it didn’t sound like she was purring as she ran a fingernail along his stomach muscles and felt them move and bunch as they tried to escape the touch as well. Vincent took a huge step back, and then another as she followed him. “You’re heaven-sent, laddie. Just look at you. Oh my. My. My.”

“You want to look?” he asked and pulled the front of his kilt apart and waited for her cries of disgust and surprise. What he got instead was a sound stained with awe and something more. She really did sound like he was heaven-sent.

“Oh my. Now…that’s what I call a man. You’ve been more than blessed, sweetie. You’ve been overly blessed. I pity the poor lasses that have to take that. And I also envy them. Later. For now, you’re mine. All mine. Give it to Lois, lover man. She knows just what you need to get that all swollen and engorged and readied. And I ken just what to do with it, too.”

Vincent looked down, saw nothing, and dropped his kilt. The whore was good. She was very good. She had him almost thinking nothing had changed.

“My thanks,” he mumbled. “Here.”


He flipped a coin at her. She caught it and then stopped. “You’re na’ interested in a bit of a tumble?”

“I needed to hear what you thought. That’s all I needed. That’s all I pay for.”

“What if I pay you?” she offered, and held out his coin.

Vincent lowered his head, and then shook it. “I’ve nae time. Forgive me.”

He’d paid her for the truth but hadn’t received it. He knew it. He saw and felt it. And endured it. He knew exactly what he was going to do about it, as well.

Get back to the enchantress and make her wizard his manhood back.







Chapter Thirteen



“Sybil? Please open the door. Please?”

It was Lady Eschon making her latest plea. Sybil looked up from the fireplace, where she was finishing the final cooking of her ointment. She’d crushed dried herbs in her palms, dusted them into a few drops of water, and set the mixture atop the fire. Such a paste was good for preventing infection, softening skin, and easing bruises such as Vincent had left dappling her skin. She could see as the day had progressed into dusk and the bruising grew more distinct that the ointment wasn’t going to be sufficient at muting them, but it was the best she could manage.

“Sybil? Please? I beg of you. Open the door afore I’m spotted.”

Sybil rose, sipping at the last of her tea, making a face at the tepid temperature as well as the slimy texture of the leaves that were at the bottom of her cup. It was the third cup she’d drunk. It had worked at restoring her voice. It hadn’t done much for the soreness Vincent had left everywhere else, however. That man hadn’t lied.

He really was capable of making it difficult to walk.

She limped over to the door and lifted the bolt. Lady Eschon was in her evening finery with her pale gray-blond hair pulled beneath her wimple, and she was lining her forehead with the strength of her worry, even had the wringing of her hands escaped notice.

“Oh thank God! Quickly! Bar it.”

The woman pushed into the room and stood, trembling, in place. Sybil closed the door behind her and dropped the bolt again.

“You should na’ be in this portion of the keep, my lady. Or visiting with me. You ken this?” Sybil asked softly.

“I had little choice.”

“Everyone has a choice.” Sybil limped back across to the fire and moved the hook holding the pan of ointment, so it could cool. The tightly woven sheath she wore as a panacea to heated flesh was cool on her skin and followed every movement she made. She’d also washed, combed, and braided her hair, but not covered it. When she’d finished moving the pan, she turned to face the lady of the house, and knew nothing about her appearance had escaped notice.

“You ail, too?”

“I have said as much with each answer I sent to you,” Sybil replied.

“It’s na’…plague, is it? Sweet heaven! That would be too much to bear!”

Sybil caught the amusement before it became laughter, but she wasn’t in time to stop the rest of it. Vincent Danzel’s lovemaking…a plague? Lady Eschon saw Sybil’s smile. She relaxed slightly, and her hands dropped to her sides.

“Good. That is one good thing about this, then.”

“What is it you need me to attend, my lady? Does the sup need more seasoning? I sent instruction this morn. Mayhap there is another needed to the table? Can you na’ make my apology?”

“It’s worse than that. I can’t make him see reason. Or sense. He’s threatening me. With war. Me. A widow! And what men I have to defend us are useless! I haven’t touched a morsel of food today or a drop of drink. I’m too afeared. He’s got everyone suffering!”

“Who?”

“That man!”

“What man?” Sybil’s heart pulsed, and she ignored it. Better to find out what Vincent was capable of once the mushrooms wore off than have it hovering atop her head and bothering her conscience. She mentally shrugged the regret away. He’d done what she wanted. That was all that mattered.

“That horrid little man!”

“Sir…Ian?” Sybil had forgotten the reason behind last eve. And her fear of the dwarf. And that she needed to be aware and ready. That’s what came of soreness brought on by pleasure and a day spent in remembrance of it.

“Aye.”

“What have we done that he’d war with us over?”

Lady Eschon dropped her eyes and hunched up her shoulders. Sybil had seen that posture throughout her formative years, back when the Laird of Eschon was alive and abusing his wife with every word and every swing of his fist. She’d thought the lady had forgotten, or at least grown past it.

“He will na’ change his mind. I’ve tried. He wants…your hand. On the morrow. Or he’ll make us pay.”

“As his wife?” Her distaste filled the title although she tried to cover it.

Lady Eschon nodded. She still wasn’t looking Sybil in the eye. And Sybil realized the obvious. It wasn’t fear making the lady act so. It was shame.

“But—I already told you both. I’m nae longer a maid.”

“He does na’ care.”

“But—I have nae value.”

Lady Eschon looked up then. She had pain in the depths of her blue eyes. Not shame. Sybil was running out of arguments, but she’d never had to use so many of them before.


“You dinna’ look in the mirror, Sybil. You’ve…changed. Grown into a woman of great beauty.”

Sybil’s eyes went huge. “How can you say such with your daughters, Merriam and Kendran, as comparison?”

Lady Eschon smiled, making her look years younger and showing the sweet disposition she’d always had. “When you came to us, I wasn’t welcoming, was I? It was…difficult for me. You ken? What woman wants her husband’s by-blow underfoot? Especially a little lass of three?”

“I already ken all of this.”

Lady Eschon continued as if Sybil hadn’t said anything. “You were such a frail child, though. Small. With that cloud of dark hair so unlike my own, or my daughters’. You favor your mother too much.”

“My mother is dead. Years past.”

“True. She is…now,” Lady Eschon replied. “And her family has wealth and position. At least, this is what Sir Ian tells me.”

Shock flooded Sybil then, taking some of her consciousness from the haze of fulfillment the Viking had left her in. It was immediately followed by fear.

“Why are you telling me this now?”

Lady Eschon sighed, her eyes filled with tears. “Because of what I must do. I’ve grown fond of you, Sybil. Verra fond. Na’ just for your running of my household, but because of your generous spirit, your calming presence, and your healing ability. I truly hate to lose you.”

“You’re giving him my hand?”

“I already said as much. I’ve nae other choice! He’s made us all ail!”

“I’ll na’ accept. I’ll na’ say the words.”

“And have us suffer more of his potions?”

“What did he do? Exactly. If I ken what he used, I can work a cure.”

“Naught that I could see.”


“Then how is it you ken it’s him behind this illness?”

“My men are moaning and spewing and crawling in agony from pain and illness. But Sir Ian? He’s hale and hearty. As are his men. All nine of them, and guarding every entrance. I had to sneak through my own home just to get here!”

Sybil sighed. Lady Eschon was sweet, but not vicious or treacherous. Those were traits of her dead husband, and mayhap Merriam, their eldest daughter. “Did Sir Ian and his men partake from the table this morn?”

Lady Eschon shook her head. “They were busy at the list. Probably making their plans of conquering and suffering. Men. They’re rotten creatures.”

“Then we have time. You put out spoiled foodstuffs. I should have been there to oversee it, but that is the issue, my lady. Sir Ian does na’ have any power to create illness. Wait two days. Your men will be well again.”

The woman shook her head. “He does na’ give us two days!”

“Then make him,” Sybil replied quietly.

“How?”

“Where is the man known as…Viking?”

Sybil couldn’t help the slight pause before she said the title and knew her stepmother had heard it. The woman’s features softened as she looked at her. Sybil had to look away.

“Gone. With his horse. And all his belongings. Gone. None saw his path or heard his departure, or noted…”

There was more said. Sybil didn’t hear it. Her heartbeat was so loud in her ears it was some time before she heard anything. She knew instantly what it was, too. Breakage. And loss. She’d known the truth. And love…was a farce.

She blinked the prickling of tears back and faced Lady Eschon and asked why anyone would ever think Sybil would wed with Sir Ian to save anyone.

“Because he has your wolf. He says so. He’ll use him. In pieces.”


Sybil’s belly went concave with the force of her gasp. Waif? That wretch had him? It wasn’t possible. She’d have felt it. Wouldn’t she? Sybil tried to convince herself of it, how the closeness she and the wolf had always had would have made it impossible for him to be caught and perhaps tortured without her knowing it, but she hadn’t been thinking of him for some time. It was as if the Viking’s touch had changed everything.

And there was worse. She’d done it to herself.

“You’ll do it?” Lady Eschon asked.

“Leave me now. I have to prepare.”

“For what?”

“My wedding. On the morrow.” She whispered it and felt the relieved reaction in Lady Eschon. It was palpable all the way to the door and through the unbarring of it and opening of it. Sybil kept the rest of her reply to herself. She had to prepare for her incumbent widowhood, as well.

 

The ride back to Eschoncan Keep took all night. It should have gone quicker. It wasn’t entirely Gleason’s fault, although he took the brunt of Vincent’s cursing and bad temper. It was because nothing looked the same in the rain-soaked blackness, there wasn’t any path, and the horse hadn’t had any rest. Vincent didn’t dare give Gleason any rest. Each step closer came with a slowness that was made worse as he kept touching himself to feel for any change, and it was happening just as he’d hoped. Everything was returning to what was his normal size. But it was changing at the same pace as his approach. Slowly.

He got lost more than twice in the darkness and didn’t realize the extent of it until he felt himself shrinking again. He promised himself that once this whole episode was finished, and the witch had returned to him what was his, he’d put some sort of comedy to how he had to use his own member as a compass for direction. But not now. Now he was soaked through every layer, feeling the worry warring with the relief, and all of that was hampered by a slowness that made the entire journey surreal.

Her wolf joined him sometime in the midst of more senseless riding when all he had to guide him was the plop of rain hitting everything and the shrinking or enlarging of his own member. No one would believe his tale of this once he composed it. He didn’t even believe it. Vincent was just contemplating the torment of continuing on, which was wrapped about the fear that if he stopped for any reason it would be the end of the change that was happening. And all of that was shadowed by his own stupidity for allowing this to happen in the first place. Then through the inky blackness loomed a shape that sent Gleason to rearing.

And Vincent to falling.

The ground he’d decided to test for moisture was saturated to the point of being pondlike and mud-slick. It still felt warmer than the night air had. Vincent lay on his side, absorbing the ache of air missing from his chest and wondering why the gods had decided to curse him with this much punishment. That’s when the wolf first licked at him, starting with his palm, and then graduating to his arm, and then all about his face.

That set Vincent to chortling, the wolf to responding, and then before he knew it they were a mass of beast and man rolling about in wet, soaked grass, wrestling, while Gleason watched from a safe distance. It wasn’t until they seemed to both be out of breath that it ceased, Vincent unlocked the arms he’d hugged about the beast, and Waif moved away to shake himself and looked even more embarrassed than Vincent.

Two cupped handfuls of water to his face and things felt better, but he probably still looked like the filthy mass of muck he was. It might be a good thing it was a moonless night filled with rain. Such an atmosphere muted things like mud-covered hunks of abused Highland lairds and wolves that looked like they’d rolled about in sewage.

Vincent huffed in a deep breath and watched the wolf do the same. “She sent you, did she?” he asked aloud.

Gleason snorted. The wolf didn’t respond at all.

“She had to have sent you. Otherwise, why would you be here?”

There was a slight huff of sound that could be the wolf agreeing. It could also be the wolf’s disdain for his inaccuracy.

“You came alone, then? Why?”

The wolf howled a response and ended it with a quick bark. Then another.

“She’s na’ in trouble…is she?”

He told himself it was a stupid question from an equally stupid man. Talking to a wolf was one thing; expecting an answer was worse. And there was the content of his question in the first place. That lass was probably always trouble or in trouble. Especially to an unencumbered male like Vincent Erick Danzel.

He got three quick barks from Waif. Almost like the animal was urging him to speed for some reason. Vincent pulled the tie strip from his doublet. He was going to need it. Something was wrong.

“She is in trouble? Blast and damn the wench!”

The rawhide was useful for keeping his clothing together. It was going to be needed more for keeping his sodden mass of hair back. He wrapped it about his forehead, using the strip as a headband and tying it into a knot at the back. He didn’t care that the doublet was gaping open or that his previously white shirt was now stained with mud and stuck to him like a second skin or that his kilt was sodden with rain and mud until it hung past his knees. He was very aware of the slap of flesh and substance where it was supposed to be between his legs, however. Although it wasn’t the correct size as yet, it was still there. That was what mattered.

And if the little lass was in trouble before he could get her to change her spell…

He didn’t waste another moment on cleansing, or checking his pace, or anything other than the heart-pounding need to get back to her.







Chapter Fourteen



Sybil had never dwelt on what her wedding day would look like. Such things were for lasses with wealth and stature and legitimacy. Or those favored few possessing dowers of huge portions of land. Or high status in the king’s court. They weren’t for a bastard girl-child of a Highland laird. She never dreamt of what her day would be like because she’d never expected to get one.

The rain falling from the skies and turning the landscape outside the castle walls into a mist-imbued wash of green touching endless gray sky would probably be disappointing to a lass that had fixated on her wedding day. Such a day was meant for celebration and rejoicing. Where men slapped each other on the backs and women whispered in jealousy or awe. Weddings certainly weren’t meant to be done at the point of torture to something one loved, and not with a guard of two hulking men at the bride’s back making certain she kept walking when everything about her wanted to flee in the other direction.

The dawn was gray-cast, rain-filled, and dulled with gloom. Exactly as everything felt inside.

The hall outside her tower room hadn’t been swept, and Sybil could tell as she was marched to the chapel that nothing in the keep had been prepared. It hadn’t even been given a modicum of cleaning. Lady Eschon must have been telling the truth about the illness of her guards, for Sybil only spotted two or three of the Eschon men, and they looked pale and drawn and queasy. Like a puff of wind would be too much to bear. Lifting a sword to her defense would be an impossible feat, she was sure. In fact, one of them touched his eyes to her before slapping a hand to his mouth and galloping from the corner of the Great Room where he’d been positioned.

Sybil fingered the little bunch of pansies that Lady Eschon had tied together with a lavender-shaded ribbon bow. There were little sprigs of wildflowers scattered throughout the bouquet, while the bow trailed nearly to the floor. It was gentle-looking and wild. Probably a good match to herself, if she thought on it. She didn’t.

It was also deadly.

Sybil toyed with the little pouch of powdered tansy leaf that she’d tied right beneath the bow, so none would know. Such a thing was for granting a swift death to those who ingested it.

Perfect.

Just as perfect was the attire that had been aired out for her. Her stepmother had provided it from her own hope chest, brought and stored from her young, carefree, unwed days. The attire Sybil was being wed in was only a trifle large about the waist. There was an underdress of flax linen, aged and mellowed into an off-white shade. It was more for adornment of her nakedness than anything else since it was loosely woven and gossamer enough that it looked like it would shred at a touch. Sybil had some uncomfortable moments when she’d first laced it on using the slender ribbon ties. It made her look beautiful and enticing and womanly—and those were curse words now.

The overdress she’d been given had cap sleeves and was dyed a purple shade. There were long off-white straps sewn into pockets on the underside of the skirt that were used for gathering, creating billows of fabric and making it easier to walk rather than dust the floor with the length. It had been crafted of the thinnest flax threads that had been washed in pansy-tint until they retained varied and mysterious purple hues. Then the threads had been crafted in such a tight weave, it looked like she was gilded in it and wore nothing beneath.

Lady Eschon had brought the bouquet to Sybil just as she’d finished one last tie and dropped the skirts to the floor. She was wearing woolen stockings, but the slippers that were provided were still a trifle large. That couldn’t be helped. She was wearing donated attire for a farce of a ceremony.

It was still perfect.

As was her hair. Lady Eschon had stayed and supervised the entire thing as the braid was taken out and every strand brushed into a charcoal wash down her back and to her hips. Then she’d been given a ribbon—the match to her bouquet bow—in order to lace it through her tresses and keep them off her face and behind her. And then she’d been handed a floral circlet, the match to her bouquet, to put atop her head. The entire time she’d been fidgeting with the pansy and wildflower bouquet, making the serf women and Lady Eschon think she was fretting. That was better than the real reason. She was tying the little packet that contained death, using one of the purloined ties from her skirt to do so. Nobody saw or would know. Or would point the finger.

She was pronounced ready and the obligatory sounds made. They were right. Everything about the outfit was stunning, original, and probably perfect for a wedding ceremony. Until she’d covered it over with a nondescript gray cloak. Lady Eschon hadn’t said a word while she did so, either. It was enough that she was being prepared for marriage to that parody of a man, Sir Ian Blaine.

Now, if it was the Viking that was waiting for her…

Sybil blinked on a sting of tears before it betrayed anything. Then she nodded to her stepmother and walked past her. That was when she first noticed the slide of material and how sensuously it glided over each thigh as she walked. It was an uncomfortable reminder of how each step was taking her closer to the reason behind her finery.

There weren’t but eight people in the chapel that had been built to house multitudes. Sybil took a quick glance about, noted the dullness of the day out the windows, as well as the trail of candles that had been lit on both sides of the aisle she was to walk, leading the eye directly to the man that stood there.

Sir Ian Blaine didn’t even reach the height of the altar he was standing beside. Sybil felt disgust the moment she saw him and dropped her eyes hastily before anyone else noted it. One of his guards gripped at her arm, and before she could struggle free, the cloak was pulled from her, catching a bit on her hair and taking some of it from the waterfall arrangement it had been in.

It also put every bit of perfection on display. She’d known how much the dress became her. Every step she took reminded her of it. To her horror, she could almost feel the lust pulsating through the room, and especially from the parody of a man that was to be her husband.

The thought was sending shivers all over her legs, her back, over the crown of her head, and through her cheeks, before falling to the proximity of her lower belly, where it became a stone of such weight it made her physically ill. She stumbled to a momentary halt and watched as Sir Ian moved away from the altar as if about to approach.

Sybil swallowed, and then swallowed again as her mouth refilled with spittle. She knew she was as pale as the underdress. That wasn’t something she could afford. She wasn’t going to faint. She never fainted, and she wasn’t going to now. Sybil fingered the packet of tansy tied into her bouquet, and drew strength from it, just as she had expected to. The faintness passed, her head came back up, and she pasted a blank look over her features before starting to walk up the aisle again.

And then the greatest crash happened behind her as the chapel doors burst open, sending a gust of wind through that extinguished most of the candles, as well as a roar of sound that would have done the same. Sybil spun, clutched the bouquet to her breast, and forgot how to breathe.

 

Vincent took in the scene at a glance, from the shocked pale face of the enchantress, to the stunted farce of her groom, and it angered him worse than before. She’d been toying with him? Maybe using him to satisfy her curiosity before wedding someone else? And then placing a curse on him that no man should have to bear? He no longer cared about the three men he’d just knocked senseless, or the one Waif was holding at bay near the Great Hall, since Vincent hadn’t been able to handle all of them when he’d first slid from Gleason’s back and run up the castle stairs.

And then he’d been beset by corridors of silence. Gloom. Emptiness. The only good part about the entire morn had to be that his manhood felt fully back to the correct size and bulk it had always been. And nothing was going to make that change again. Nothing. He was in such a rage of frustration and anxiety that when a guardsman had barred his way into the large double doors of the chapel, Vincent had parried with a fist and given the man a blow that sent him reeling. Then, hefting the man to his shoulders, he’d used him as a battering ram to burst through the doors before dropping him senseless to the ground.

Which had been rather stupid and dramatic since both doors had knocked against pillars, breaking their hinges before bouncing back, slamming Vincent backward. That was when the emotion couldn’t be contained another moment. He bellowed all his rage and pain and frustration to the ceiling, which, since it was designed with such acoustics in mind, made a chorus of dark bellowing throb all around them.

Everything went silent. And then the four armed men arranged about the walls moved, stepping into the space between Lady Sybil and him. Vincent narrowed his eyes, filled his chest with huge gulps of air and started swinging, moving with precision through one after the other, using the shield in his left arm to deflect while the sword in his right did as little damage as possible. Even in the midst of the hell she’d sent him to, he wasn’t changing into a killer. The only sounds for some time were the strikes of metal to metal, accompanied by grunts and groans, and that was followed by wood splintering as a pew cracked or broke totally when a body fell into or across it.

Vincent took them one at a time, since that was all the width of the aisle permitted, keeping his blows and lunges spaced with every beat of his heart as it filled his entire body and gave him a primeval rhythm only he heard. Until the last man was flung backward over his shoulder and he stood from the crouch such a movement necessitated, sucking in and breathing heavy sweat-soaked essence all over the ethereal goddess that still stood there, clutching a bouquet of purple and white flowers and driving him mindless with just the inhalation of her smell. His arms dropped to his sides, putting the shield along his left side, and the sword tip to the stone floor.

“Just who do you think you are, entering the House of the Lord—!”

Vincent ignored the preacher and took a step closer to her. “What…do you ken…you’re doing?” he asked amid pants of breath.

She lifted her head, arching her neck and showing several bruised spots where he’d been a little more passionate than he’d intended, and met his gaze with wide, silver-hued eyes. Vincent felt his heart drop into the region of his belly and start pounding from there instead, filling his ears with the sound of singing.

“I am getting wed,” she whispered.

“Nae,” he answered, taking another step toward her and scraping the blade tip as he did so.

“In full battle gear and without benefit of a bath! Blasphemy!”

The preacher was still orating from his pulpit. Vincent speared a glance that way and noted the man was using the altar more for defense than reverence. Then Vincent looked back down to Lady Sybil, filled his eyes with the sight of her in form-fitting attire, with her hair unbound and everything prepared for…a husband? He wondered at the hard pressure within his heart that made him wince, lifting one side of his lip.

“I dinna’ truly wish to,” she said, as if that explained her actions.

“Why?” He asked in a harsh tone.

“You need ask?”

There was the lightest touch of pink to the tips of her cheeks, making her even more lovely and multiplying the wondrous smell warming the air about him a hundredfold. He shook his head, refusing to acknowledge how badly he was being spelled, and looked over her head toward her bridegroom. Sucked in another chest full of air and looked back down at her.

“I’m asking the why of your wedding. Not the who,” he replied, putting the entire sentence out with one breath.

“I had to! He has Waif. He threatened me.”

Vincent lifted his head and whistled loudly, and was rewarded by the heavy paw sound of a wolf in full run. And then the sound changed, showing it was definitely Waif as he entered through the broken vestry doors and took leap after leap over the unconscious forms until he was at Vincent’s side, heaving with the same expenditure of strength and effort. There was a scream at his entrance from Lady Eschon, but everyone else was silent.

“Waif…was with you?” Sybil asked.

“Aye.”

“Then…he lied?” Her voice was rising as she gestured over her shoulder to the stunted dwarf she’d been about to wed.

“You were wedding to save the beast?”

She nodded.

“Stupid. And wasteful. You’re na’ wedding him. Na’ today. And na’ any other day, either.” He was close enough to her to see every shadow flutter of every eyelash as she looked down from him, shutting him out. Vincent lifted the sword and shoved it back into its scabbard, making the ring of steel on metal grommets even louder since they were still in a chapel.

“And he finally sheaths his blade. Thank the Lord!”

Vincent ignored the preacher’s sputtering coming from behind the altar. “You are verra pretty in your finery. Verra. I shall put your attire to good use. Once I finish with it, that is.”

There was a loud gasp, probably coming more from the others about them than from her. He watched as she made it, though. Then the preacher fellow was haranguing him again.

“You dare say such! In a house of God?”

Vincent smiled down at her. “You will na’ have need of it again. You’re na’ wedding with him.”

“I’m na’?” she asked.

“Nae.”

“Says who?”

It was the little man asking it finally, as if he’d discovered he had a manhood and had better put it to use. Vincent looked over her head and watched as the dwarf jumped down to the stone floor and started up the aisle, waddling in his rush. Vincent had the enchantress gripped to him and brought to his left side beneath his shield, ignoring the instant intake of air she’d made as much as he was trying to ignore how the feel of her in his arms and next to him was affecting everything. His entire body was giving him trouble over the proximity of her as a flush suffused him, bringing sweat that his headband had to divert into his hair, and a trembling that she had to feel, too. He looked back at her, pulled by something beyond his control. Like always.

“What have you done to me?” he whispered and saw her eyes widen.

Then he was swiveling, pulling his sword at the same time and aiming it unerringly at the neck of the dwarf man who had reached them and was stopped just shy of the tip.

He watched as the man eyed the blade hovering within a slice of his death. Then the dwarf gulped. “That woman is promised to me,” he said loudly.

“Na’ today,” Vincent replied easily.

“To me,” the man repeated.

Vincent sighed, long and loud. “’Twas a vacant promise, my lord. Made under threat.”

“To me!” The man repeated it stubbornly and backed away far enough to pull a sword from one of the men folded over the top of a pew, although he was having trouble wielding it with any grace or strength since it was longer than he was tall. Vincent was hard put not to laugh.

“The woman stays with me. Cease the argument, and we’ll all go partake of a wedding feast and great kegs of ale.” He felt the reaction all along the woman clutched to his side as she stiffened. And then she went limp, making him work at keeping her attached and away from the little runt.

“I’m wedding this woman. You are na’ stopping me!”

“Sir Ian has first right, my lord. And the blessing of the family. You have to listen.” It was the preacher fellow again. Bolstering up the dwarf’s claim as he stood behind him, looking as fat and ungainly and mild-mannered in his vestments as he sounded.


Vincent sighed again, even louder this time. “I’ve tired of this argument. The woman is mine. She stays with me.”

“Without the blessings of the church?” The preacher was shocked. “You must allow Sir Ian’s claim. At least he promises his name.”

“I’ve na’ said I haven’t.” Vincent didn’t know where the words came from, but once said there was no taking them back.

“You’ll wed this woman in his stead? Is this what you offer?” The preacher fellow asked it, while Vincent could hear a cry of surprise that could have come from anywhere, including the lass at his side.

“The woman is mine!” The little man was still struggling to hold the sword. His bravery wasn’t in question, only his sanity as he yelled the words.

“I dinna’ stop this farce to gain a bride,” Vincent answered.

“Why did you, then?” Lady Eschon asked from a secure position at the far end of her pew. Vincent gave her a minute glance before returning to the duo facing him.

“The lass and I…we’ve unfinished business,” he replied.

“You’d allow my grandchild to be brought into the world without blessing of the church?” she asked in a voice so loud it echoed.

“Has the entire world gone mad?” Vincent asked.

“I’ll na’ allow it!” the preacher announced. “You’re to wed with the lass or unhand her back into Sir Ian’s keeping. This moment!”

“Or…?” Vincent stretched out the word, leaving his sentence unfinished and threatening-sounding.

“You’ll answer to your maker! That’s what!” the preacher informed him.

Vincent rolled his head on his shoulders, lifted Sybil a little closer, using his bent arm to cup her form. Then he spent a moment pulling in a noseful of her scent, before looking back down at the preacher, who was fronted by the dwarf. Threats of punishment in the afterlife only worked if one had a conscience. And a soul. Someone should have told the man before this. Vincent opened his mouth to make it a certainty, but the dwarf forestalled him.

“Are you willing to take your claim out onto the list?” The little man waved the sword toward Vincent. He looked like a tot playing with a weapon many times too large for him. Vincent put his head back and roared with laughter.

“Laugh at me, will you?”

There was a pinprick of pain at his knee. Vincent brought his head down to see that the fellow had pricked him on the right leg, just above the knee. The laughter died, anger took over, and without thinking, he bent both knees, going to a crouch in order to land the most punishing blow he could to the man’s chin with the sword hilt. He didn’t even note that Lady Sybil was glued to him the entire motion. His aim was perfect, and his strength more than the little man could take. Everyone watched as Sir Ian launched backward and landed at the feet of the preacher fellow, who had sidestepped to allow it. They all watched as he lay there, twitching occasionally with one leg or the other.

“Look what you have done now. Oh dearest God!”

It was the Lady Eschon next, sounding like she was near to fainting, and then proving it as she slid into a prone position in her assigned pew.

“And just what is it I’ve done?” Vincent asked.

“His clan promises war if I dinna’ allow her to wed with him. He used her fear of Waif to get her to accept. Now you come and change everything?” Lady Eschon was trembling as she spoke.

“You’ve naught to fear from him.” Vincent gestured down to the dwarf before dropping the sword beside him.

“Who is going to protect us? You?”

“Aye. Me. I’m a clansman of the Donal. You ken?”

The cry of surprise at his words was definitely coming from the lass at his side, and she wasn’t limp anymore. She was tense and agitated, and nearly squirming.

“You’ll wed with Lady Sybil in his stead, then? Is that what you offer?”

Vincent tipped his head, lifted a finger on his right hand as if to make a point, and swallowed although it was more a gulp. “I’m na’ certain,” he replied.

“What?” Both Lady Eschon and the preacher said it at the same time. It almost made him smile.

“I’ll be back. Waif?”

He let Sybil loose, whistled for the wolf, turned and walked over all the prone bodies and right out the off-kilter doors. They didn’t know it was to check on the potency of Sybil’s curse. And he wasn’t about to enlighten anyone.







Chapter Fifteen



If he hadn’t appeared just in time to save her, she’d have been more angry. Or if he hadn’t just rendered Sir Ian’s entire force unconscious. Or maybe if he hadn’t looked like more man than any woman should have to handle, with his chest heaving, his sword swinging, blood seeping from a cut to his cheek, and his blond hair barely controlled by the thong about his forehead. Well! If any of that hadn’t happened, she’d not be sitting in a hard pew, listening to the hushed whispering of Lady Eschon and the preacher, as well as the heavy breathing of all the prone guardsmen, and wondering at the why of everything.

She’d rather be in his arms and clinging to every exposed bit of him.

They’d all trailed Vincent outside and watched as he’d come at full gallop from the stables on a fresh horse, since his stallion was standing, flecked with foam and held by a groomsman. Only Waif managed to accompany him. Once the Viking had gone a certain distance from them, he’d stopped his horse, put it broadside to the keep and slid out of the saddle. Squinting, Sybil watched as he appeared to relieve himself.

She knew that wasn’t right, since a moment later he’d leapt back into the saddle and ridden even farther from them, until it was only possible to spot his passing by the residue of mist lifted from the ground.

Her shoulders had sagged slightly and the stab of tears at her eyes was harder to squelch than usual, but she managed it. It was obvious. To everyone. He didn’t want her. And he wasn’t wedding her.

Then, several painful heart-pounding moments later, he came back into view, riding hard for the castle with Waif at his side, only to pass the structure by and continue on along the shore of the loch, until he stopped again and turned the steed broadside to them again. Then he slid from its back in the same maneuver as before. It was mystifying and frustrating.

And maddening.

Which was the emotion she’d already arrived at once she’d given up waiting for his next move and gone back inside. She had things to do before he ceased this impulsive horsemanship performance. He didn’t need to show off more. Their jaws were probably still unhinged from dropping open at what he’d done to Sir Ian’s men. Sybil quickly took the steps to fetch the concoction of Saint-John’s-wort, valerian, and mistletoe powder that she’d created some years earlier. She’d boiled it until crystals formed on the sides of the pan, then scraped the crystals and ground them into the finest powder. It was a concoction guaranteeing sleep. She knew exactly which jar and on which shelf it would be.

She just wished her hands worked better with the key and the huge hasp of a lock, and then on the stopper of her jar as she trailed back through the lower hall, stopping at every fallen man and sprinkling a bit atop his face, so it would be breathed in and none the wiser. No one noted her movements, but they never did. Sybil moved soundlessly and deliberately, and kept to the shadows for that very reason. It was wasted this rain-filled dawn. They all appeared to still be watching whatever that stupid man was exhibiting on his horse…and worse! They were breaking into shouts and applause whenever he must have done something really spectacular.

One thing was certain. Her wedding would be talked of for years to come.

If there was a wedding.

She was sitting in a pew with every emotion in check when Lady Eschon came back in, trailed by the family preacher. It was a far cry from the wedding of one Christmas past, when Kendran Eschon had gotten her heart’s desire and been given in wedlock to the Donal laird. That was something more to add to Sybil’s issue this morn. Vincent Erick Danzel had to send everything into shock with his announcement that he was one of the Donal clan. It wasn’t possible. That could only mean that Kendran had sent him. To Sybil? That couldn’t be. She’d done nothing to deserve the attention of such a massive, masculine specimen. Unless it was to be left feeling used and emotionally drained.

The more Sybil thought of it, the more certain she became that Vincent was exactly what Kendran would devise as punishment to her little half sister. Exactly.

There was a stir of motion as Vincent stomped back into the chapel, making more noise than one man could or should. That’s when Sybil turned her head and saw that he’d managed to gather a quantity of freemen and women of the keep about him. Along with the stable serfs. And he’d spirited a score or more of Eschon guards into being. He still had Waif at his side, as well.

What he hadn’t managed to do was gain any amount of respectability to his attire. She watched as the priest looked him over with thinned lips and a wrinkled nose. It wasn’t the same with anyone else. Vincent Danzel was as he’d just proven himself to be—a seasoned warrior. And he looked even worse than before. He was rain-wet and cloaked with sweat, and breathing hard. There was fresh mud spattering him, blood smearing one cheek, while a stream of it was finding a pathway down his right calf. His kilt was parting with each stride to show the musculature of his thighs, his open doublet hung in defeat from his shoulders, his shirt was torn, allowing the muscle and sinew to show through there as well, and he was scowling. At anyone and everyone.

“You’ve made…your decision?” the priest asked, although he had to clear his throat midway through the sentence in order to be heard.

“Aye.” Vincent walked farther into the church, reaching the pew where Sybil was sitting, and looked down at her with an unreadable expression.

“And…?” The priest prompted.

“I’ll wed with her.”

There was a sigh happening all about her, as well as Lady Eschon’s cry of pleasure. Sybil didn’t hear any of it. She couldn’t. Vincent was holding a hand out to her, and once she put hers in it, she felt the trembling evident all along his frame. It wasn’t pleasure. She knew that from the experience of living at Eschoncan Keep. It was withheld rage. And it was palpable, real, and awe-inspiring. And massive.

He brought her to her feet and drew her with him to the pulpit, stepping around the form of Sir Ian as if it weren’t there. And then they were there, beside the one candelabra that hadn’t been extinguished when he’d first arrived. The priest started but had to wait for Vincent to offer his full name, which included Robert and William along with Erick, and then there was a moment of consternation when the lack of wedding band was brought to light.

That was when Vincent peeled open what was left of his shirt at the waist and pulled on a slender golden chain until a small bag was brought to light. It took some fumbling to get it open, and made her eyes widen when she saw the ring he had. Crafted of silver and gold that was wrapped together and set with a silvery blue stone in the center, it fit Sybil perfectly. She watched his features as he slid it onto her finger, but there wasn’t anything to see, except the bulge of a muscle in his jaw as he clenched his teeth.

And then he met her gaze.

The entire morning shifted, the chapel floor tilted, and everything on her went alert, ready, and pliant. And terrified at the same time. She’d never seen anything as dangerous as the expression he was giving her. It was probably the same he gave men on the battlefield. Her heart kicked into such a rapid beat it threatened to overwhelm her and was so loud in her ears she barely heard her voice and his wedding them for this life, and then the priest admonishing him to kiss his bride.

His upper lip lifted, making a sneer of sorts, and then he had both hands wrapped about her upper arms, making her certain that she should have laced on some sleeves. Then she was lifted against him in a rough, raw manner that had nothing sacred or religious or loving about it.

If her own pulse hadn’t been drowning out every other sound, she would have been more aware of the reaction that had to be happening about her. But she heard none of it and felt even less. And then his lips were on hers, his nose breathing warmth all over her features while what had to be a moan surged through the body she was being pressed against. Sybil’s heart stopped, skipping more than three rapid-fire beats, and when it restarted, it suffused her entire frame with color and heat.

That had to be better than his reaction. Vincent lifted his head and looked at her with eyes so wide, she could see every bit of the amber color that reflected his shock. It was still there when he glanced down at himself and back to her, only this time he was glaring at her—and, from less than a handspan away, that was completely unnecessary. She was already enthralled and captivated and unable to move. There wasn’t anything else he could do.

“What…have you done to me?” he asked in a slither of sound that reached out and pricked at the base of her spine with the unknown intent behind it. Her eyes were probably the match to his in width as she heard it.

There was noise happening all about them and then jostling as the crowd reached forward to congratulate them. Vincent wasn’t a normal bridegroom, however, and this wasn’t a normal wedding. He bellowed loudly to the ceiling, where the sound echoed back, and then hoisted Sybil over his shoulder.

That’s when the argument started.

 

Vincent didn’t know what was the matter with him, although going two nights with little sleep was a start. Especially when there had been so much power behind the love act with this enchantress the first night, followed by so much anger and frustration and worry the following one. It was as if those things had combined with the radiation of power and bloodlust that had flooded him ever since he’d arrived back and faced the first armed man. The emotion had overwhelmed his ability to think clearly and do anything other than act. And then, when he realized the extent of her power, and that he was fully hooked, caught, and netted—since the more space he put between them, the smaller his member shrank—even then, this woman had the ability to look like a goddess of the mist. He didn’t know what else to compare her with, and that angered him more. Her appearance in that purple-hued gown had set a painful beat into existence right behind his left eye and shaded everything he looked at with a reddish-purple hue. Which wasn’t fair, just, or right. It just was.

As was the smell of her, once he had her gripped to him. And then there was the feel of her lips against his. It had been all he could manage to hold the sensation inside, where none would know how it felt to lose his freedom because he’d been too stupid to stay away from a witch! And then…with that one kiss…she’d had the ability to change everything and set his entire frame afire. Again? Vincent was in shock. He wasn’t disguising it very well, either. He couldn’t. He needed some rest, some food, and some more time spent losing himself within the ecstasy of her frame in order to be able to function. Which was more than any man should have to bear.

He hoisted her over his shoulder, did a turn, and started pushing himself through throngs of people he hadn’t even noted. And the enchantress he’d just wed started kicking at his belly. Vincent gripped tighter to her legs, stopping that nonsense, and she just moved her frame by using the muscles in her abdomen in order to start hitting at his back with her tiny fists.

Vincent’s response had them all backing away as if he’d lost his senses. Which he probably had. He stopped, put his head back, and roared with laughter.

The result should have been expected as the woman in his arms stiffened further, but at least she ceased trying to pummel him. The crowd was laughing with him and parting for him, and he didn’t know what he was going to do once he reached the front door, but that didn’t stop him. Then some of her words started sinking through the fog surrounding his mind.

“You canna’ leave! Na’ now! Wait!”

“Wait?” Vincent spun on his heel, swinging her in an arc that dropped her back to his shoulder with the force of it. “For what?”

“My chest.”

“Nae needed, lass. I mean, Wife. I’ve chest enough for you.” Vincent puffed it out, and there was general hilarity at the action.

“My potions, you dolt!”

“Did I hear that aright? She just called me a dolt. Her loyal husband! Is that na’ excuse enough to take the lass—I mean, the wife—across my lap and take a switch to her?”


“You would na’ dare!” Sybil screeched.

“Get me a horse! Nae! Na’ mine! He’s spent. And na’ the one I rode earlier, either. He has the same issue. Get another horse! What care is it who owns it?”

He was answering before anyone had a chance to ask, but he wasn’t in control of his mouth, any more than he was in charge of anything since he’d put her weight across his shoulder, her scent in his sphere, and everything on him was tingling and aware of what she was doing to him the longer he was with her. He told himself it was the spell she’d cast on him, and despite the anger he should be feeling, he couldn’t deny the pleasant, all-encompassing haze of lust she was making him feel as well. That was being added to by his readiness for the imminent threat from any of the men he’d rendered unconscious, making it even more of an aching issue in his loins. Vincent knew for a certainty he was being driven mad.

He just wished it wasn’t as enjoyable as it was.

“We canna’ leave the chest! Vincent!”

“She recollects my name! Sing to the heavens with me, lads! Louder!”

Vincent knew he had a great singing voice. It came along with his musical ability. He rarely used it. It was crowd-stopping. Which was what happened the moment he lifted his chin and ran through the first voice of a hymn he’d learned back when he was a lad and supposed to turn out differently. Then it turned into the bawdy rendition of a song he’d put into existence during his ride back here. Featuring a whore with endless breasts that a man could walk on. And the crowd about him reacted with more laughter.

“Damn you, Danzel!” she yelled once his breath ran out.

“She’s damning me? Now? Does the woman na’ ken when a thing is too late? A man’s damned the moment he weds. What is wrong with the lass? I mean—the wife!”

“We canna’ leave without my chest! ’Tis too dangerous,” she commented once the hilarity following his announcement settled a bit.

Vincent sobered slightly at her serious tone. He wasn’t drunk. It just felt that way. That was odd. He started down the steps, facing not just one horse that had been brought to him, but two.

“Strange that you should mention danger. ’Tis the thought of that making me hasten away, my love. I mean, lovely…bride.”

She’d sucked in a breath at his words. At least, that’s what he thought happened, since her belly flattened along his shoulder, reminding him that he had her form draped across it…her legs in his arms…her breasts hovering above him, and that put her essence right in reach of his mouth….

“Vincent!” she cried out before he even had time to put action to the thought. As if she knew what he’d been about to do.

He pulled his head back. Of course she knew. She was an enchantress. And a witch. He shook his head slightly to clear it. That was stupid. All that happened was the yard in front of him rotated and swayed before righting again, showing a multitude of early risers, a dawn that still had rain coming with it, and horses being held ready for him. Nice horses. The dwarf’s horses. Which reminded him. “Make haste, lads! We’ve a bit of ground to put behind us!”

“Nae, Vincent…Please? I beg it.”

He was about to attempt to mount with her in his arms, but when she turned such a pleading tone on him, he felt like a little lad being chastised by his mother. Vincent sighed heavily and stopped, waited a few heart-thumping moments, and then loosened his arms a bit so she could slide almost to the ground. He didn’t let her feet touch, just the tips of her toes. He didn’t dare. She might try and run, and he didn’t know if he was capable of catching her at the moment. And until she turned back her spell, he wasn’t letting her out of his sight. All of which she should already know.

He frowned.

“What kind of an enchantress are you?” he asked once he had her in his arms and facing him. Or facing his upper chest, since that’s where her height put her, and she wasn’t looking any farther.

She blew amusement through her lips at him. That put a fire into place atop the cool mist covering his bareness. And that transferred to a current that was spreading the fire lower, through his belly and from there…to his groin.

“Damn you, Wife! Cease that.” He tried to sound stern, but it came across more as a slurred rumble of sound. He wondered how much power she had to make such a thing possible when he hadn’t touched a drop of ale, or mead, or anything else with spirits.

“What? This?” She lifted a finger and trailed her nail along the space where she’d just touched with her breath, making the fire start to burn deeper. Internally. Causing him to break into a sweat along the thong on his forehead, and giving her no doubt about the effect on his body, as everything that was full, weighty, and back to normal size due to her nearness got hard and engorged and readied because of the same thing.

And he was surrounded by all kinds of folk! Including her stepmother and a priest of the faith!

Vincent groaned. “We dinna’ have time for this!” He bent his head to whisper it. “We have to be gone. Afore any of them…wake.” He gestured with a tilt of his head back to the castle behind her. It didn’t work. It just put his nose against her hair, where it was impossible not to be overwhelmed by the perfumed scent of her. He stood there, felt his grip easing and her body falling the last bit to the ground, as trembling transferred to a weakness along his limbs. Vincent half closed his eyes to make it bearable as he got a dose of her full power.

On him.


She giggled. The huff of breath touched him, pierced almost through him, and made him jump slightly. Before he groaned again. The only good part was that the sound he made was softer this time.

“The men. You ken?” he asked again, once he found his voice.

“They’ll na’ waken for some time. Mayhap on the morrow.”

“I dinna’ have that much power to my blows, lass.”

She smiled. He watched it happen and thanked his stars that she wasn’t breathing on the spot of chest she was speaking to. That area was so aware of her, it was raised in gooseflesh with the experience. He hoped she’d think it due to the cool morning air about them, and not what it really was. That was a forlorn wish. As were most of them since he’d met her.

Then she moved. He was aware of it as she did so, since the part of her he had wrapped his arms about alerted him, but it still sent a roar of sound and vibration through him as she lifted her chin and met his gaze. He’d been wrong about her eyes, too. They weren’t silver. They were high-density lightning, and just as energizing and stirring and electrifying. Vincent wondered briefly, with the part of his mind he still controlled, why she continued to set her spell on him when she already had him. It didn’t make any sense.

“I’ve dosed them.” Rose red lips whispered it, moving his eyes there.

“What?” Vincent mouthed it.

“They will na’ awaken until the morrow. I’m na’ certain of Sir Ian, though.”

Her mouth was moving still, creating words that took time to filter through his hearing and make sense. It wasn’t his fault. Her lips were made for kissing, they looked slightly bruised and enlarged from that already, and they were right below him. Tempting him…making him crave them.

“Why?” he asked and tightened one arm about her while the other one went beneath her buttocks in order to lift her against where he was undisguisedly brazen, and burning hard for her.

“I dinna’ ken how much…to give…such a small…frame.”

Her answer didn’t make much sense to him, either, but the fact that it came in pieces of breath made every bit of the world right. And sane. And gave purpose to the act of marrying her. And the raging desire to bed her. Now. Right now. Without benefit of bed, or walls, or even privacy.

“Help me, lass,” he murmured just before taking possession of her lips and stalling everything, even time.

“Help?” She was asking it with the gulp of breath he gave her within the span of space between their lips. Vincent was well on his way to losing sense of everything and didn’t know what else he could do.

“My need…is too great, lass. You doona’ ken!”

There was a swell running through her, resembling giggles but worse. Or perhaps it was better, since it had a gleeful sound to it once she pulled her mouth away enough to give it voice.

“Too great?” she teased.

“’Tis your fault.”

“Mine?” He thought that was the word put into play before she made everything immeasurably worse by wrapping both arms about his head, pushing her body fully against his, and slamming her lips to his.

Vincent’s knees trembled. He felt it happen and hoped he didn’t disgrace himself fully by falling on his buttocks in front of spectators because he couldn’t control his lust for his new wife. The only good part would be that if anyone got an eyeful of the Viking at full passion, at least there’d be something to see.

“What have you done to me?” he asked yet again, moving his mouth along her jaw line.


“My chamber.” She had her mouth to his ear to hiss it.

“Now?” he asked.

“Aye. Now. Right now.”

The power of her own need surged through him, granting him back the ability to think and the strength to make it happen. Vincent lifted his head. They were still amid a crowd, and everyone looked expectantly at him. Which made him blush heavily. With the resultant burst of warmth. Him. Vincent Erick Danzel. The wandering man of many talents and no roots. He cleared his throat.

“I’ve had a change of heart! I nae longer need horses. Take them back.”

“Nae?” someone asked.

Vincent shook his head. “I’m more in need of some time…alone. With my bride! Make way!” He had her back over his shoulder and was taking the steps two at a time. He really didn’t need to say the last, for not one person got in his way.







Chapter Sixteen



He had her berthed in his arms and was kissing her before they reached her chamber, taking every bit of her senses and sending them spiraling. She didn’t know how he managed to reach the right tower, let alone mount the stairs, while his lips were locked to hers, his breath mingled with hers, and every bit of it was sending her reeling. Then she remembered. He was more man than she’d dreamed existed. And much more male than she’d ever prepared for.

And he was all hers.

The pleasure of that thought sent rioting shivers across her entire frame, over and over again, until there wasn’t much space between when one ended and the next began. She was tortuously aware that the underdress was gossamer and clinging to every bit of her then.

Exactly as it had been crafted to do.

The door slammed behind him, bringing her mouth fractionally away, and he chased her back down, his lips trying to drink her very essence away. Sybil knew she’d be bruised. Her lips were stinging already, feeling large and engorged and prepared. He stumbled slightly as he made certain of the door shutting. Sybil had her fingers in his hair and her body clamped to his.


He moaned against her lips and sent a flash of tongue into the caverns of her mouth. Sybil couldn’t prevent the total slam of her body in reaction as it lurched, putting her closer to him than before and making the act of breathing difficult to accomplish.

“Lass…”

He mumbled it as he licked and sucked and probed. Sybil took what he was showing her and used it to her own advantage, feeling every shudder that ran through him.

She heard the slam of the bolt falling, spent a flash of time wondering how he’d managed it with his right arm while keeping her sealed to him with his left, and then let it go. She didn’t care. As long as she was sealed in…with him.

“Ah, lass…” He crooned it, moving his mouth from the caress of hers in order to tongue his way to her ear. “What have you done to me?”

“Naught,” she whispered back, although the word was lost as she tongued the skin beneath his jawline, feeling his entire frame throb as she sucked and kept sucking. It was only fair since that was what he was doing to her.

Fingers punished where they gripped, holding her waist as he lowered her, holding her in place as he leaned into her, shoving that massive hard part of himself into her lower belly. And Sybil cooed her satisfaction at the size, tension, and heat of it, lowering her hand to him and wrapping her fingers around what she could.

Vincent went stiff. Solid. Statuelike and still. Sucking in and holding a breath, she knelt beside him, running one hand up his leg while the other was put to use stroking and coaxing and pleasuring him. Her mouth murmured sighs of satisfaction the entire time. Each stroke brought a palpitation of movement to the mass of man in her palm, making him even larger, harder, and more massive, until he burst the size one hand could hold.

His kilt was in the way, and Sybil shoved with both hands to move it, pushing and pulling until the belt slid open, allowing mounds of mud-splattered, rain-drenched plaide to fall to his ankles, leaving everything on his lower body on display. She murmured her pleasure at that, and looked up his frame to catch his eyes.

“Witch.” He breathed the word and then leaned forward to grasp her upper arms and pull her into his arms.

And then they were at her bed, falling into it with a seamless motion and making it bounce with their combined weight and the method of arrival. The mattress didn’t stand a chance of staying in place at the roughness of his motion, and she heard the protest of her frame boards as they collapsed, sending the feather-and-straw-stuffed mattress to the floor. Where the thud was balanced by the feel of it happening while atop him.

It was then she knew that the overdress, while made of luscious, perfectly woven cloth, was too much material, as it hampered his efforts to reach a breast. Sybil nearly sobbed her own frustration as Vincent fumbled with the ties, pulled at the stitching, creasing the fabric in a thousand places before finally putting it between his teeth to tear an opening through the front of it. Then he had a nipple in his mouth, and she was being suckled with punishing precision—brought to the brink of ecstasy and left to dangle there.

She responded with the bucking of her hips, her torso, everything he wasn’t controlling, pushing against him with frenzied movements, but nothing worked at stopping him from lavishing attention to first one breast tip before moving to the other, making a trail of fire and sensation everywhere he touched her. He rolled then, and then he was lifting her flesh in both hands, making a conjoined mass of quivering flesh out of her nipples and sending her into fits of delight with too much sensation at one time.

Sybil melded into place, holding him completely and fully and feeling the passion that she’d only touched on two nights ago as fireworks exploded in her head until they filled the room, her vision, her entire being.

And then he lifted his head.

“Wanton. Wild. Witch.” He mouthed the words, barely giving them sound.

“Aye,” she replied. And then said his name in a plea.

“Say it again,” he commanded against the flesh of her breast tips, which were straining for what he was suddenly unwilling to give. Unless she begged him for it.

“Vincent.” She moaned the name and then said it again, in a cadence of sound not unlike the rhythm he’d made with his fipple flute. “Vincent, Vincent. Vincent.” She was crooning the name as he left her, and still saying it when she turned her head to see why.

Vincent was pulling his arms out of the doublet, ripping the piece in the process. The shirt had even less of an effect as he simply grabbed the remnants of it with both hands and ripped it completely from him, dropping the pieces of fabric at his feet. Then he stopped, held in place by the expression that had to be on her face. Sybil couldn’t help it. Her jaw dropped as the dawn light caressed and made a godlike being of him.

And then he was flushing, putting a rose tint to every exposed piece of him and making her purr with the satisfaction of witnessing such male beauty.

“Vincent.” She mouthed the name this time and pursed her lips, preparatory to blowing him a kiss.

“What have you done to me?” he asked yet again, putting both hands to his hips and shoving that portion toward where she was roaming her eyes. She couldn’t respond. He was stealing her voice. If he wanted her capable of speech, he was going to have to clothe himself, cover up bounty that any woman would be pleasured to see, touch, and receive.

“Vincent.” She mouthed the name again and lay back, putting her spine in an arch as she pulled on the underdress until it was up to her thighs, making a bunch of it at her waist. And it was still stifling her, making her skin tight, restricted, enslaved. She pulled, she twisted, she moaned, and then she was running her hands over her limbs again and again, making sparks of sensation everywhere she touched. And then she was swaying back and forth, pulling the shift higher, gaining the cool air on her nakedness and splicing her legs in order to slide her fingers along her belly, down her thighs, and toward the very essence of her womanhood…where he’d driven her insane with anticipation and desire. And then she was touching herself, lifting her hips and cooing and molding her fingers…

She watched with barely opened eyes as Vincent leaped the distance between them, slamming himself into the space atop her while reaching down between them in order to guide himself into where she was hungry and moist and frantic. And making everything spin and warp and change.

Sybil screamed, and Vincent responded with a push until his loins fully matched hers. Then he flinched.

The scream wasn’t enough of a release. Sybil knew it as the sound faded and was replaced by a sob. Throughout it, Vincent didn’t move. He held himself in a slant of provocation, waiting for her to finish and respond. While the only thing that mattered in her world was enshrouded between her legs, slightly twitching and making her beg.

“Vincent, please…?” she whispered.

It was then that he moved, a long, slow movement, pulling himself out to the brink before shoving back to the hilt. And again. Again. Deeper. Stronger. Keeping to a beat only he heard as he filled her. Over and over, deeper and deeper, and then he was sitting in order to move her feet to a position at his shoulders, bending her knees and forcing her to support him so he could get even deeper, harder, thicker, stronger….

Sybil screamed until her voice cracked…and still she screamed, although all that came out were whispers of sound—full of joy, ecstasy, and rapture. And still he continued pounding into her, dominating her, damning her…loving her. Taking her to the brink of wonder and rapture before toppling her over. And always being there to catch her when she finished, gulping for whatever breath was possible to catch.

And then starting it up again. And all the time he was asking what she’d done to him to make it so. Over and over, and over. Again. She knew the answer, but she wasn’t willing to speak on it. Yet.

It was too great a weapon to give him.

Vincent went into a bend of posture, burying himself completely within her and lifting her at the same time to create a circle shape. Pulse after pulse shuddered through his frame, moving her with each of them as he made deep guttural sounds in accompaniment. Sybil reached out and touched, filling her palms with his cheeks and watching the expression of complete fulfillment that suffused and controlled every bit of him. And then he opened his eyes.

Wonder filled his eyes as they met hers, canceling out every ill, every experience, and every pain. Sybil felt the stab of tears, but this time they were impossible to send back. It was too beautiful. And then it was over.

Vincent fell onto her clumsily, his body still twitching as he made her entire existence one of weight and heft, sweat and smell. Sybil kept her arms wrapped about him and gloried in every hard-won breath as her heart seemed to swell until it pained her with the size and weight of its pounding.

He kept asking what she’d done, but it should have been obvious. She loved him. That’s what she’d done to him.

 

Vincent woke from a prone position on his back. Then he was on his feet and in a crouch before anything else on him was awake. Such was the way he woke when he’d overimbibed or lost a fight or consciousness. The mattress he knelt next to wasn’t much help, as was the lack of company. Nor was any in sight. Vincent sent his gaze about the room that was cluttered with large cabinets and took in the darkness that was everywhere evident. His gaze flitted to the window, where twilight evidenced the depth of his slumber and the scope of time he’d been unconscious. He scanned the room, looking for any evidence of the enchantress. He put a hand to where his manhood should be and heaved a great sigh of relief.

Then the chamber door opened.

Vincent had the remnants of her bedding wrapped about his waist as Sybil entered, putting a finger to her lips in warning. Vincent raised his brows and tried to keep the flush at bay as he watched her lips quirk at his modesty.

“They’re stirring,” she informed him finally.

“Who?” he asked.

“Sir Ian and his guards. I’ve given orders to dose them again. I dinna’ ken if it will work or na’.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “I dinna’ have much knowledge of size, bulk, and effect.”

“Why na?” he asked.

It was her turn to rosy up a shade. Vincent sucked in on his cheeks and waited.

“I’m na’ one for spells and such…as a normal course,” she replied.

“Yet you do it now?”

“If it’s earned, aye.”

“What of the other?” he asked.

“What other?”

She looked innocent of his meaning. He had to counsel himself not to believe her. “The times when it is na’ earned,” he replied finally without inflection.


“You speak riddles, and there’s nae time. Here.” She pitched a length of cloth across to him.

Vincent caught it with one hand while the other made certain to hold the bedding about him. He shook out the material she’d tossed and found his own sett, repaired and freshly laundered. She appeared to be a good seamstress, and she knew her way about a laundry tub. All good things to find in a wife. His lips twisted.

“My shirt?” he asked.

“You need to hurry,” she whispered.

“Turn around,” he replied. It was instinctive, and it was completely foreign. He knew the flush was spreading to encompass his bared belly.

She giggled, and that was too much feminine amusement for one man to stand. She also didn’t turn around rapidly enough to suit him. So Vincent turned his back to her, ignored the embarrassment that was still happening to him to wrap the feile-brecan about himself, finishing off with the belt about his hips. She hadn’t answered his question about his shirt, but he might have done too much damage to it. That left wool embracing the bare skin of his chest and shoulder and haunches, as well as where it was secured against his hips. He told himself he’d just have to tolerate the itch. He’d been in worse conditions. Many times.

He turned back to the enchantress.

“You’ll need to leave. Now,” she said.

Vincent crossed his arms about his chest and lowered his jaw. “I am na’ leaving anywhere without you,” he replied.

The lass put a hand to her mouth to keep him from seeing the extent of her giggling, but she didn’t prevent him from hearing it.

“Now what?” he asked.

“You…dinna’…wish to wed with me,” she managed to whisper.


“That does na’ enter into it. We’re wed. You’re coming with me.”

“Now?” she asked.

“Are you na’ the one preaching haste?” he countered.

“You truly wish me to accompany you?”

He nodded. He didn’t say what was on the tip of his tongue; that she’d forced the issue with her spell.

“Why?”

She was breathless-sounding and shy, and that was just wrong. And odd. And strange. And making a tingle filter through his gut, wrap about his innards, and wend upward…and down. Vincent gulped. He knew what it was. Already. Her spell.

He had to force the emotion away before it became an unstoppable force again and had her in his arms and beneath him and impaled by him. Over and over, while her lips screamed of her release, which was making him more desirous for just such a thing. Her power was vast. Enormous. His groin was stirring even with the amount of muscle he was clenching to prevent the tingle from moving there. Vincent kept the groan inside, but just barely.

“Well?” She asked it, and then she made that little giggle again. Vincent knew he flushed. There was no stopping it.

“Gather your things. We leave. It’s na’ open for words.” He was approaching her and fighting to keep his body from controlling his mind again. He was speaking in a belligerent fashion, which was the best he could manage when it felt like he was being snickered at for a feral passion he couldn’t control. Which was her fault. Then he was at her side, breathing heavily down on her, and wondering why she smelled so sweet, looked so ethereal and innocent, and shaded everything with a rose color that had nothing to do with rage.

And everything to do with lust.

“And if I say nae?” she asked.

Her breath was caressive—sweet, warm, and feminine. Soft. Lush. Enchanting. Everything about her was. Vincent stood above her, narrowed his eyes to make it harder to see the full scope of woman she’d been keeping hidden, and tried to modulate his breathing into small spaces of air that wouldn’t have as much of a sensory assault on him. And failed.

She knew it, too. He could tell by the way she tilted her head ever so slightly, sending the sensation of her breath to another portion of the chest she’d failed to bring him a shirt to protect, as well as the slight quiver of her lips as if they trembled with a withheld smile. Or worse—with the desire for his kiss.

“Will you force it?”

He didn’t actually hear her asking it, since his heart was pounding enough it was easy to spot if she glanced at his bared belly. The rush of sound each pulse made was hampering his hearing ability, until all he really heard was each breath. He didn’t dare touch her. She should know that much. It was by her own spell he was suffering as he was. Vincent gave up the little bits of air he’d been taking and sucked in huge gusts of sweet-smelling air infused with her scent, and that just made it worse. He stood, trembling with it. He didn’t even dare open his mouth.

“You…wish that…again?” she asked.

At least, that’s what he thought her lips were moving enough to say. It could have been anything, and he’d still have heard that. He nodded. Took a step closer, in such near proximity to her sweet flesh, that the rush of shivers that accompanied it was impossible to miss. As was the size and strength of his arousal that was touching. Vincent swiveled his hips slightly, rubbing the tip across what should have been her luscious, warm, soft flesh, and instead was the irritation of wool. And still it was erotic and irresistible.

“We dinna’…have…time.” Her mouth may have been saying it, but the way she’d slanted her head and licked her lips and panted through the words were meaning anything but. The roar of sound in his ears grew until it obliterated everything but the sound of each breath.

Including the moan she made as he gave into what his body was demanding, reached for her arms to haul her up against him, and take what he could of her mouth with his.







Chapter Seventeen



Vincent wasn’t coming near her. He wasn’t speaking to her. From what she could tell, he wasn’t even looking her way. Sybil slanted her glance at where he sat astride his horse more times than she wanted to admit as she puzzled it. He was acting for all the world like she’d done something to incur his displeasure, but she couldn’t fathom what it could be.

She’d clung to him for the entire time he’d driven her wild with throes of feeling that shuddered and vibrated through her entire frame again and again. She’d matched every thrust of his with one of her own, until he’d collapsed in a sweat-soaked mass atop her, pulsing and groaning and quivering and making her heart feel like it was doing the exact same things. And then he’d moved from her and hadn’t looked at her again. Not once.

Sybil slapped the reins against her horse’s back, for no other reason than to remind Vincent that she was still there. It didn’t seem to work. Vincent didn’t change his stance. He still faced forward, without a glance toward the horse that was hitched to her wagon, even to check that it was still there. Nor did he look the other way toward Waif, who was loping along at Vincent’s other side.

It wasn’t yet dawn, and they’d traveled through the night. Without a word. That was probably an odd state for him. He didn’t seem the silent type. He had such a glib tongue, he was most likely noted for it. It was far different from Sybil. She was used to going in silence and being ignored. Which was part of the puzzle now. Vincent’s attitude shouldn’t make emotion prick at her eyelids like it did.

He hadn’t said anything after he’d finished sending her to heaven last night—when they should have been traveling instead. He’d turned his head away from her as he’d disentangled himself from her arms and the remnants of her clothing and then strode for the door. Sybil had yet to catch her breath, but she’d hurried after him anyway, tying the front of her bliaut back together as she went. The shift hadn’t proved much of an impediment for him. This husband of hers didn’t seem to much care what he ripped, or how many stitches it would take to repair it. He simply knew what he wanted and went for it. That wasn’t going to bode well for the household she had to create and maintain for him. It was stupid of him, but he didn’t seem to care. Poor lairds couldn’t afford to destroy what clothing they owned. She knew that from years of penury before Kendran wed with the Donal and brought so much gold that the coffers couldn’t contain it.

Vincent hadn’t looked to see that she was trailing him as he reached the loch and then broke into a run so he could arc in a perfect dive into the water, still wearing the plaide she’d repaired, washed, and then laboriously waved dry for him. Nor had he looked her way when he’d walked back out and then passed by her to go to the stables.

He hadn’t even looked her way when he’d been informed that the wagon was part of his new entourage, although it should have annoyed him. She’d been gearing toward the battle, but he’d said nothing. She’d never before had that experience. Always before if Sybil prepared for a challenge, that was exactly what she received. To get her way without even a whiff of argument was different enough to put her off-kilter more than she already was.

The morning sun was just peeking through the shadow of cloud, tinting everything a warm pink color and making her trill with the shivers at how beautiful it was. Sybil spent some time watching it and breathing deeply and just experiencing a new dawn, a new day…a new life. Since the light was coming across the barren plain that was the outskirt of Eschon property, it was especially vivid. Sybil looked toward her new husband and sighed heavily, taking her time to exhale. This new husband of hers was quite a man. She watched as he flinched so slightly that if she hadn’t been concentrating on his shoulder, she wouldn’t have seen it. Which was even more odd.

“Will we stop to break the fast?” she asked his back.

He shook his head, making the trailing ends of his blond hair brush at his shoulders and catch slightly at the material he had strapped across one shoulder and held in place with a brooch. The bare shoulder didn’t have that problem. His long mane of hair slid across the brawn he exhibited, showing the hard-muscled tone. It also revealed several long scratches atop his scars. She noted it and blushed. They looked the type brought on by a woman’s fingernails. Then her eyes sharpened. Some of them didn’t appear fresh.

Her mouth hardened. Sybil had never thought it through, but now that she had a man other women lusted for, she wanted more. She wanted a man that had not bedded every woman who caught his eye.

“Why na’?” she asked.

“Nae time,” he answered the air in front of them, and not her.

“For a bit of food?”

“’Tis unsafe.”

“Where?” she asked.

“Everywhere.”


“Everywhere.” She repeated the word, and it was still senseless. There wasn’t a soul within sighting or hearing distance, and until they reached the woods bordering Aberdeen there wasn’t much ambushing that could take place without it being spotted. In fact, there wasn’t any attack that wouldn’t be noted the moment it was started. The entire landscape looked like it was littered with faery lights and mist, and not one bit of iniquity, yet he called it unsafe?

“Vincent?” She tried again but got even less than before as he tightened his thighs on his stallion and made it lope forward, ahead of her wagon. She watched it happen and couldn’t prevent the sigh. Again.

 

He treated her to silence the entire day, even as it turned into sun-strewn heat waves that undulated off the rocks before turning into shadows that lengthened every boulder. He bypassed Aberdeen, as well. She watched that happen about midday. He hadn’t asked if she needed to stop, although her hands and arms and shoulders were aching from holding the reins, and her seat had been numbed for so long, she couldn’t feel her legs anymore. He simply pushed his mount over to where the other horse was plodding along, took the bridle and turned it away from the settlement.

All of which was mystifying and intriguing, and maddening. Then he changed everything by reaching into his pack, pulling out his mouth flute, and starting to play. Sybil knew then that what she’d heard earlier in the hall at Eschoncan Keep had been but a sampling of his genius. Vincent was a master. He created such soul-touching notes from the instrument that her entire being responded. The world seemed to halt in order to listen.

Sybil forgot every ill, every care. She forgot everything as she listened, following him blindly as he led them toward the fringe of wood and then entered it. He could have been leading her into purgatory and she’d have followed. It was impossible to grasp how, but Vincent was capable of making the instrument in his hands speak in the most heavenly language imaginable.

He finished as the sun was nearly to the horizon if it could be seen through the trees, making everything within the leaf-filled canopy ripe with mystery and legend. Sybil caught her breath, stretched massively as if just awakening from a spell, and then she was applauding.

That was the first time he glanced her way. He caught her gaze and held it long enough to stop her heart. And then he was looking away, halting his horse and hers, which brought the wagon to a stop. Sybil gulped at the extra moisture in her mouth and waited.

“We camp here. For the night.”

She nodded, but he didn’t see it. He was dismounting, showing a nice amount of sculpted thigh in the process, and then he was hobbling his horse with the band he’d had about his forehead. That sent lanky blond strands to cover his features as he bent down. That was bothersome, since it covered over his handsomeness. Sybil pursed her lips and watched him soundlessly from her perch on the wagon bench seat. That was when he finished with his horse and speared her with a glance from those devil-dark eyes that still looked so incongruous with his coloring. Then he was flushing a nice color that infused every bit of exposed flesh…probably at her unblinking regard. She kept the smile inside where he wouldn’t spot it before he looked away again, toward the ground.

“Is it safe?’ she asked.

“Aye. We’re near Donal land. I’ve sent word.”

“You have?”

“With my fipple. ’Tis why I played.”

The scope of her disappointment was probably etched onto her features. He wasn’t looking, so he didn’t note it.


“I doona’ play my flute simply for the noise. I send out messages with it as well.”

“Oh. I found it…lovely,” she answered.

He grunted what went for a reply, as if he were too embarrassed to make a proper one. Sybil watched as he moved then to attend to her horse, slipping the reins from its mouth as he patted it down, all the while ignoring her. Or trying to pretend that he was. All of which was even more intriguing.

Sybil stretched, finding all sorts of aches and issues with having sat atop a wagon bench for hours on end without rest. And then she was gathering her skirts and scooting toward the side step. His movements slowed at her motion, but he didn’t help. It wasn’t until she was firmly on solid ground and moving toward the trees that he spoke again.

“Where is it you’re off to?” he asked.

“Finding a spot for my privy,” she answered, as if it should be obvious.

“Wait.”

“For what?” she asked.

“An escort.”

Sybil blew a reply of sorts through her lips. It sounded irritated. It was.

“It’ll only be a moment,” he said to that.

“I’ve nae need of an escort. I’ve been taking care of my needs for many years,” she informed him.

“And I’ll still be seeing to an escort. These woods are large. Dangerous. Dense. Dark. Many a thing can happen to a tiny wench such as yourself.”

Sybil turned to face him, but he still wasn’t meeting her eyes. Tiny wench, she repeated in her thoughts. “Verra well,” she replied finally. “Doona’ tarry, then. I’ve more importance than a horse.”

Vincent gave the horse one more pat on the neck and turned toward her, looking somewhere in the vicinity of her waist. “I’ve na’ said different, now have I?” He said it aggressively, as if he were looking for an acidic word of argument or something.

Sybil narrowed her eyes. “You wish me to make camp for us, cook sup, and prepare for rest…or do you wish to argue?” she asked.

He rolled his head on his shoulders, as if relaxing out the aches of his own riding before he answered. Then he brought his head down and met her eyes.

“Argue,” he said when he finished.

Sybil sucked in a breath, held it, let it out. “Fair enough. Grant me a moment in which to relieve myself, since you have made me suffer through an entire day and night ride without stopping, and I’ll have all the words of argue you want. All the words I can find. That will na’ be an issue with us, Husband.” She emphasized the title and turned from him to shove her way through deadfall and branches until she reached the edge of a slow-moving burn. She was hidden enough that privacy wasn’t a problem. Through it all she was berating him as an oaf, a thoughtless, rude, arrogant, wasteful mass of man that had more brawn than sense.

It wasn’t until she stopped for breath that she heard what had to be his laughter. Although it was softly done, he was too close not to have her hear it. All of which was more than odd. It was mystifying and without sense. Sybil pushed escaped tendrils of hair behind her ears as she walked back to where the horses were standing. He wasn’t anywhere in sight. He’d been right about one thing, she decided. The woods were dense and dark.

“I canna’ hear you,” he taunted from somewhere behind her.

“What do you wish me to say now?” she asked.

“More words of argument.”

“More?”

“You have a problem with hearing?” he asked.

“I have a problem with you!” she answered.

“Good.”


“I’ve wed a fellow with cooked oats atween his ears?”

She heard him snort. She couldn’t tell if it was with amusement or not.

“Is that the best you can give?” he answered finally.

“Of course na’. But what man wishes a shrew for a wife?” she asked.

“This one,” he replied loudly.

“Truly? But…why?”

There was a bit of silence after her question, broken only by the sound of the burn, and that was followed by the rustling of dried leaves, branches bending and twisting, and the general sound of footsteps across deadfall. He was moving to another location but staying out of sight. Sybil cocked her head and listened for his exact location but couldn’t quite decipher it. There was too much noise, followed by silence, followed by more rustling noises.

“I doona’ hear any camp being set up.” He said it loudly from an area on the opposite side of where he’d stopped the wagon and hobbled the horses. Sybil looked that way but couldn’t spot anything.

“I thought you wanted to argue, na’ set up camp,” she said to the clearing about her. Silence was her answer. She waited for the sounds of movement but got nothing. Sybil lifted her skirts to climb over the back gate of the wagon and found the long, curved poles that would support their tent top. It was a simple matter to slide the ends into the slots on the wagon’s side until she had the framework in place. Then she unfolded the heavy, woven fabric that was the roof of the tent and set about tying it into place on each pole. She was on the last stretch of material when he spoke again.

“I doona’ smell anything being cooked,” he announced from the trees.

“I am setting up camp. You’ll need to wait for that,” she replied.

Silence was her answer again. It wasn’t difficult to find words to toss at his head this time although she kept them unspoken. The man was a dolt. It was impossible to argue if there was no reply. She twisted on the balls of her feet and opened the sacks containing her cookpots and utensils. Then she set about finding the iron stand that could be set up atop a fire…if they had a fire.

“I’ll need a fire started!” She hollered it in the general direction where his last words had come from and got no response. Again. She couldn’t see him, she couldn’t hear him, and she couldn’t sense him. Waif was missing, too. All of which made the woods about her feel large, dark, dangerous, and dense, and a few other descriptions that Sybil forced away from her consciousness. She’d been out at night often enough to know that fear was more destructive than most things one encountered. She tossed items onto the ground and then busied herself with clearing some of the brush and grass until she reached dirt. Then she scooped out a hollow deep enough to hold coals—once she had coals. She had to resort to using the smaller of her pans in order to get the proper depth. She dropped dried deadfall into the firepit, and then she put two sticks side-by-side with a bit of dry grass in the center. There was a thick iron rod for firestarting among her belongs. It took some more time before she had a spark. It was an easy move to part the sticks and let the little bit of ember drop. Then Sybil was on her knees and blowing gently. It was getting darker by the moment, and that husband of hers was no help at all. Sybil wouldn’t have any trouble finding words to heap on his head now.

It took three more trips into the wagon and then back to the firepit with her supplies before she had the iron stand in place and her pot atop the fire, and then she had to locate the burn again to get some water to boil.

Through it all, she might as well have been alone, since Vincent hadn’t said or done anything for so long she was beginning to doubt he was still there. He was planning on treating her to isolation and solitude? He hadn’t noticed that she’d lived her entire life with those conditions? What was wrong with the man that he’d show her that heaven was available within his arms and then leave her be? He wasn’t the type to leave his new wife stranded, was he? Could that be the reason behind his argumentative nature? He had to have a reason to leave so he wouldn’t feel guilty—therefore he invented one?

What was wrong with the man that he’d think that way? And why was she so ready and willing to believe it of him without one shred of proof or anything other than her own supposition? She was usually right—but not always.

She was just about ready to call out for him when there was a loud rustling coming from directly before her. That was followed by the rush of a body through the woods, holding a live pheasant in front of him as he flailed with it.

“Quick! A skean!” He was wrestling with the bird, and it didn’t look easy.

“Why dinna’ you kill it first?” Sybil was asking it as she searched for a blade on the ground.

“Nae…time!”

“Most hunters bring down their game first,” she informed him while standing with a long knife, unsure of where to swing it or even if she should.

“Must you use arguments…now?” He panted the words out before gripping the bird’s legs with his left hand, swinging it downward while reaching for her knife with his right hand. He had the head lifted off on the return swing of the pheasant upward.

Sybil’s mouth dropped open. She’d never seen such dexterity or such a display. She didn’t think many had.

“There!” Vincent dropped the bird right beside the firepit, where the flickers of flames glistened on droplets of blood that had showered just about everything, including the bottom of her skirts.


“There?” Sybil countered, moving her gaze from the carcass on the ground beside her feet all the way up his frame to meet his eyes.

He was grinning and making her heart feel like it swooped to the pit of her belly before rising up to her throat to start beating with an intensity that was painful. She couldn’t even breathe. She watched as the absolute glee on his face slowly evaporated and changed, leaving him staring at her just as solemnly as she was him. He swallowed, but it looked more like a gulp.

“Sup,” he said finally.

“It will be…some time yet.”

“It will?”

“It’ll take a spell to pluck and skewer it. And then it has to roast.”

He grunted. “I’ll be at the burn.”

She nodded.

“Washing.”

Sybil looked down at where her skirt was soiled and back up at him. He was looking at her with an indecipherable expression, given the darkness about them and the flickers of fire that were all she had for light.

“You have something to say?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“You’re supposed to be arguing,” he replied.

“So are you,” she whispered back.

He tilted his head to one side, looked down at her, and smiled slightly. “True. All true.”

He was acting aggressive again, and his stance changed accordingly. He straightened, put his hands on his hips, and looked like he was preparing himself for the argument he was trying to create. Sybil smiled.

“Go. Wash yourself,” she replied.

He sucked in a great breath, making his chest expand with it, the movement showing all the shadows and valleys of his musculature in what firelight there was. Sybil watched and was still looking as he relaxed again with the exhalation. He was too much male and too finely formed to get any words of anger from her, especially as he had all of it displayed in little more than tartan and sweat.

“What if I say nae?” he asked.

Sybil giggled and watched the resultant inhalation of breath that made everything puffed up and large on his upper chest and well-defined since it put on display all of the ropelike tendons of his belly. That was visual, and stimulating, and causing her legs to tremble a bit as she lowered herself to the bird and started plucking at the feathers.

“Wait a bit, then. I’ll join you,” she whispered. “It would give me great pleasure to wash you—all of you.” Her voice lowered on the words, due mainly to her own embarassment at having said them. When she looked up again, he was gone.







Chapter Eighteen



The thrumming sound of a cloudburst woke him near dawn as heavy raindrops pelted the ground beside him. That was immediately followed by the smell of wet fur from the wolf seeking shelter beneath the wagon beside him, and then Vincent’s awakening was completed by the chill of being soaked to the skin by what was quickly becoming a pond as rivulets of water searched out and found where he was lying.

Vincent swore and pushed himself up out of the depression of ground that hadn’t seemed accomodating when he’d first decided it would be the best place for him to sleep and felt even less so now. He watched the swirl of water in front of his nose as well as the amount of water that was dripping off him. He’d taken this space on purpose, and he’d vowed to make it work. He couldn’t leave her side. Not yet. He didn’t dare. No matter how inhospitable it was, or how uncomfortable. But the only other place suitable for sleeping was in the creation of quilts and covers she’d made into a bed atop the floorboards of the wagon, and was probably cacooned in now.

Dry. Warm. Comfortable.

Vincent was holding himself in a slant that his arms were guaranteeing in order to keep his nose out of the water and wondering over the why of everything. It was the best he could manage with a mind still fogged by the depth of his sleep and the abruptness of his wakening. Everything felt foreign. That was odd. He wasn’t immune to sleeping on the ground, but he rarely slept on his belly. And he almost never slept as deeply as he must have. Which was even more odd. This particular patch of ground had felt too hard for such a thing, while everything on his body had been aching and straining and desiring and angered at him for not just finding the lass and releasing himself in her honeyed depths—so much so that he didn’t even think he’d find sleep.

Vincent shook his head and watched the ends of his hair trail through what was turning into a quagmire since good earth absorbed water, and while the ground beneath the wagon had been dry, it was also very good, dry dirt. He had to ponder on all the oddity. This sleeping as he had…Vincent rarely slept so deeply. He didn’t know why. It was ingrained from his time in his mother’s womb or something. Perhaps it was self-preservation, since he never knew what threat might come at him. That was one reason he woke as quickly and moved as rapidly once awakened. And he couldn’t do that unless he slept on his back or side—never this way.

His arms were starting to itch from the chore of holding him in such a prone position. That must be due to their sleep-imbued state rather than any weakness. Vincent always kept himself in perfect physical condition. He’d been in positions requiring such strength on more than one occasion. There had even been one time when he’d been almost caught abed with one of the mighty Douglas wives and her daughter in the ducal chambers at Tantallon Castle. That had required holding himself aloft atop one of the ceiling beams until the Douglas had decided the innocence of his women and left the chamber.

“Ugh.”

Vincent grunted as he went to his haunches, feeling the slick wetness of water as it siphoned from his kilt onto his legs, thighs, and even his buttocks from beneath his belt. Memories were senseless, as was his vow to stay away from the woman who had caused all of this, the woman now bearing his name.

She was probably even wearing one of her little pink chemises.

Vincent bent his head and peered out, watching the raindrops continue to hit at the ground beside the wagon, making great splashes with the force of their landing, while Waif snuggled into a small ball of wet fur beside one of the wood chunks Vincent had used to brace the wheels against movement. By every indication of the wagon he was directly beneath, she still slept, too.

After putting him into a state of frustration—she slept? He didn’t know how she did it. It couldn’t just be her expertise about a cook fire, although she had that. She’d roasted them a sup of perfectly done pheasant that had his mouth watering with the flavorings she’d used. She’d halved the bird before skewering it, halving the roasting time and showing her ingenuity at doing so. It definitely wasn’t her musical talent. Throughout the preparation time and the mixing and basting of their sup, she’d been humming. She’d been right about one thing. She couldn’t sing, if her tuneless humming was any indication.

He didn’t know what it was about this particular woman that made everything in him desire her and only her. The harder he tried to put the woman from his thoughts, the greater the longing grew to press his frame onto hers and make her mouth cry aloud for his caress—and his only. He didn’t know why. All he could do was ponder on it.

Nearly the entire time she’d thought him engrossed with his bath at the burn he’d been watching and hovering and wondering over his own cravings. It was true that he’d dipped himself into the stream, washing the leavings from the bird off him, but he hadn’t tarried. He’d come right back to her the moment he could. It was if she had an invisible circlet about her, and he was damned to stay within its confines. That was why he hadn’t a skean handy to kill the bird in the first place. He hadn’t been hunting; he’d been watching her. Surreptitiously. Keeping his distance and wondering at his sanity and the extent of a lust he couldn’t kill. He couldn’t even mute it. The pheasant had simply been unlucky enough to move through the space between Vincent and his bride.

His bride.

Vincent licked at his lips, wiped his hands along his wet, plaid-covered thighs, and ignored the tremble deep in his loins at the continued thought of her…and what he’d seen of her just this past eve. After she’d finished putting as much of her sauce on the bird as it would hold without dripping in the fire, she’d gone to the burn. She’d been slipping her laces from their holes and peeling the shift from her frame and making the tremble start within him just with the watching of it. She’d even undone her hair, uncoiling each braid and finger-combing it into a dark mass that slipped over her hips and grazed the backs of her knees. She was bending and swaying throughout the combing ritual, too, as if to a silent tune. Each movement had swept that curtain of hair across her body, touching it, caressing it…. Vincent had leaned back against a tree then, feeling the hard throb of his arousal scraping against the damp wool of his kilt as he watched her, desired her, panted for her, and silently begged her to continue.

And then she’d disappointed him and slipped beneath the water…fully clothed! Fanning her hair out as she did so. He was beginning to think she did this to him on purpose. He just didn’t know why.

He’d watched her the entire time. He’d tried to convince himself it was for her safety. That was a lie. They could have been attacked by hordes of stunted little dark men named Sir Ian, and Vincent would have been unable to take his eyes from her. He’d had them affixed to her the entire time.

Vincent had barely kept the low, hoarse groan to himself. His entire frame felt primed and ready to pounce and demand and respond to and pleasure that woman. If he let it. But he wasn’t going to allow it. Not when she’d used her potions on him like she had! And not when she’d forced his hand to the altar.

Everything about her methods was totally unfair.

He’d vowed to ignore her. No matter how difficult it would be. No matter how much he pondered the course of events. He had to be near her. So be it. He didn’t have to like it. Neither did she. He’d added to his vow. He was going to make her regret wedding with him. Forcing his hand like she had.

He hadn’t known how bothersome such a plan was going to be. Nor how hard. Senseless. Useless. Forcing an argument with her had failed. Ignoring her was failing. Everything he’d tried was failing. She even denied him the act of watching her at her bath? Vincent was grinding his jaw at how unfair all of it was, and that was when she’d walked out of the water and changed everything. The opacity of her gown as it clung to every portion of her had cursed him then with such raging desire, there wasn’t anything shy of an ice storm that could temper it.

Vincent didn’t know what was wrong with him. It had taken every bit of his strength to reach the fire before she did and to squat nonchalantly beside the roasting bird on its spit. And keep the puddle of excess tartan in his lap while he did so. He didn’t dare look toward her. Not then.

It was useless. He’d done everything to keep his desire from taking over his life, allowing her the win again. And here it was, not yet day. He should have been slumbering still rather then living through all of it again. He was turning into a slave of his own body.

Vincent made up his mind. He was finished with ignoring her and his own pinings. It wasn’t working. Perhaps he’d been going about it wrong. He should have been sating himself. Over and over and again and again, and as many times as it took…for as long as it took. Such a thing should prove boring after a time. It always had before. And then she’d lose her power over him.

Vincent crawled out from beneath the wagon and stood, working at his belt with fingers that were clumsy. It wasn’t with the cold and wet. It was with the anticipation. The downpour made it hard to draw breath, but it was excellent for sluicing away the muck from lying in a quagmire beneath the wagon. Vincent unwound the soaked plaid from his body, wrung out the worst of the wet from it, and then slapped it into a fold of material that he looped over the bench railing at the front of her wagon.

He felt each drop hitting him with force, pelting him in the head, over the back and shoulders, down his legs. Vincent didn’t allow the rain to bruise any of his front side. He kept to a slant as he made his way to the opening in the back of her tent and climbed in. Then he was lifting the bottoms of the cover from the perfection of her legs.

 

Darkness filled her dream, a cold darkness that spiraled until it was its own being, stirring mist and clouds at the passing of it. There was a mountain peak, just glimpsed. And then there was the stunted fellow at the core of it. The one with dark, smoldering eyes. Penetrating eyes that were watching her…memorizing her. Sybil narrowed her eyes on him until her eyelashes shadowed the figure into obscurity. It didn’t look to be the dwarf, Sir Ian. But…who then could it be?

The fascination with the figure still startled her, as much as did the fingers that were reaching out to her, blessing the dark, dank mist with a hint of light and hope and desire. She stirred, tensed…arched.


Fingers touched her at the ankles, both ankles, wrapping the flesh there with frosty cold strangely tempered by such heat that the frost turned to wetness that dripped with little effect. Unless she concentrated. Sybil tensed slightly as the wet-covered fingers filtered through the edge of her dream, feeling exactly like clouds were supposed to feel. Sybil made a low murmuring sound in her throat, demonstrating how pleasurable such things felt, and her appreciation at receiving them. Then the fingers became full hands…hands that were sliding up her lower legs…to her knees…and then farther, plying their way to her apex with a skill that existed only in the realm of dreams.

She tossed her head to the other side, letting low sighs escape as the hands were followed by what felt like a tongue slipping about the tender flesh behind one knee, and farther up her thigh, putting massive heat in place. And then blowing on the spot until it chilled. Doing it again. Higher.

Sybil’s hips began rotating, doing gyrations of motion as the hands and mouth explored farther up her legs, nearing her core and making everything taut and readied, and yet soft and aching at the same time. And pulsing with need that every moment prolonged, while every movement of his made everything more excruciating. He wasn’t moving closer. He was using the torment of his tongue on the front of a thigh, his fingers raking her sides in order to pin her in place as massive weight moved into place amidst her parted thighs. And he was chuckling. He found it amusing? The dark man she’d so feared and worried over was denying what she wanted? What fairness was there in that? She’d been cursed with finding an unsuitable love…one that she couldn’t have. This wasn’t what it meant. It couldn’t be. That would be too cruel.

Sybil became a creature of want and passion and fury. She was lunging and squirming, doing anything to get his attention back to the area he’d brought to such a state of lust that her shift was stuck to her entire body with moisture. Nothing was working. Then she was reaching, unclenching her fingers from the hem of the short shift and filling them with solid handfuls of thick hair. She was close to begging him.

“Na’ so fast, Wife,” came a growl of voice near her belly, and Sybil’s eyes flew open.

“Vincent?” The name was whispered, and her fingers slackened and lost grip.

“You expected another?” he asked, his breath heating the flesh he hovered over.

Sybil absorbed the shock of it. It couldn’t be. Vincent Erick Danzel wasn’t ugly. He wasn’t dark. He wasn’t small in stature, and he certainly wasn’t insubstantial and vague. He was all-over handsome, and he was all male. There wasn’t a bit of him that was weak. He was rock and sinew and muscle and strength. All of which was getting defined and learned and caressed once Sybil’s fingers gained flexibility and dexterity back to them as the shock curbed and became certainty. She skimmed her hands over him, every stroke making the satinlike skin–covered muscle vibrate to every touch.

She’d never before questioned her intuition and dreams. She didn’t now. It was just such a shock. Vincent Erick Danzel wasn’t dwarfed, waifish, or dark—except perhaps with regard to his character. Sybil nearly cooed with the realization of what this meant—and her luck. This handsome blond Viking fellow was the unsuitable man she was destined to fall in love with. She didn’t question it. She knew it. She’d been blessed beyond the bounds of any curse.

“You like that?” he murmured against her flesh as he misinterpreted her pleasure.

“Aye. Oh, Vincent.” Sybil stumbled over the words, because at last he’d decided to bless her with the feel of his mouth latched onto where he suckled, igniting fires throughout her frame and making everything even more heated and pliable and female.


Heated. Pliable. Fire. Female.

He slid his mouth to her other breast, his hands making certain of her positioning by holding her body to the bedding with the pressure of his fingers about her waist. He had to. Sybil was slithering and sliding and moving the bedding awry with each lapping motion of his tongue.

“You ken who it is now?” he asked in a rough voice.

Her cry was his answer, as the cool touch of his breath iced the flesh he’d just suckled to an exquisite pulse, reminding her that there was more…much more.

“Aye. Vincent,” she replied, lowering her voice and using his name as a caress. “Vincent. Vincent.”

She said it until her breath ran out, while he tongued his way to her throat, kissing flesh as he went, his entire frame thick with need and hard with desire. The hardest, most taut portion of him was probing, slipping between the folds of her flesh and being pulled back out, over and over, until Sybil thought she’d go mad.

“Vin…cent!”

The last part came with a keening sigh as his lips reached hers, his breath mingled with hers, and, at the same moment, he lifted her hips with one hand in order to fill her completely, totally, perfectly.

“You…certain?” The words were guttural and low, ground out with lips still attached to hers.

Sybil arched her back, helping more of him fit. Then she was sucking her way across his jaw to his ear, finding an ear, and mouthing his name against it with a rhythm that matched every lunge and push he made. “Vincent. Vincent. Vincent, Vincent…” She crooned his name so many times, she lost count.

Then he was replying, calling her winsome, and lass, and wench, and enchantress, and witch, and so many other titles she couldn’t hear them all. Throes of ecstasy blended with the words, making a perfect musical symphony, with a massive man at its core. Over. Again. Continually.

Until she was nearly afraid of the intensity behind each of his heaving breaths. Then he was raising his head, crying in a deep growl that sounded triumphant, and Sybil held to him, through every lurch of his frame. And when he fell atop her, and then rolled, she went, too, staying melded to this massive, handsome Highlander…that had been wished into being.

Just for her.







Chapter Nineteen



The wagon was stuck. No matter how many times he tried to rock it, or work with it, or curse at it, and then at her. Nor how many words they exchanged. The wagon was still stuck.

Sybil spun after the fourth time of trying to speak with him this time and nearly joined Waif where he was sitting atop a rock, watching the proceedings without any indication of how entertaining it most likely was. The rain hadn’t let up. Sybil was soaked and covered with mud from trying to direct the horses, but that was far shy of Vincent. That man looked like a creature birthed from the muck, and about as intelligent.

She tried telling him again before he got the wheel buried in mud beyond the hubs, but the rained sucked up her voice, or she was starting to lose it—and he turned away anyway. He had to use something aside from the power of man. He had to use leverage or the wagon wasn’t going to move. She knew that much. He’d be best served using his rope around a tree and having an animal pull from there, using the beast’s strength to best advantage. She told him of it. But he wasn’t listening to her.

He hadn’t been since she’d made mention that if he hadn’t spent nearly the entire day pleasuring her, it wouldn’t have come to this event. Perhaps if he hadn’t spent so much time in the same pursuit of pleasure, he wouldn’t have found the wheels mired so deep, they were going to need more manpower than just him and the two horses. All of those words had made him scowl, showing that even with such a look on his face, he was positively stunning, stirring, immensely masculine and virile, and then he’d turned away from her.

Sybil sighed. Reminisced, and sighed again. She took longer the second time. It was due to the contentment. That’s what came of spending the morning in that man’s arms. Sybil’s features softened as she lifted her face again to the rain, letting the free-falling drops coat everything. That wasn’t the lone reason, however. She was hoping some of the rain would wash away some of the satisfaction he’d accused her of having on her face the last time he’d looked. Back when he’d had her pulling on his draft horse; before he’d hitched his destrier to the wagon as well.

Sybil considered that. A war-horse such as he owned should be particular about being hitched to a wagon and forced to labor in that fashion. The horse Vincent referred to as Gleason didn’t appear to find it laborious at all. He was far removed from his master. Vincent had struggled with a long pole as he strained to get it beneath the most stuck wheel, while he sank lower and lower and got covered with mud until he looked like a massive man-shaped mountain.

That’s when he’d yelled at her for enthralling him to the point he hadn’t even given a thought to what was happening outside their wagon tent. And that’s when he’d told her she could just wipe the look off her features at hearing that, as well.

Sybil laughed aloud, licking at the drops that just wouldn’t cease, and when she lowered her head the world had warped. Scores of men had appeared through the mist-imbued trees, looking harsh and weathered and stout. And dangerous. Sybil’s heart was involved with stopping, and then it decided to start up again, clogging her throat.


Then Vincent saw them. Aside from a moment of stiffness, which could have been surprise, he didn’t look threatened at all. He didn’t act threatened. He didn’t do anything other than jump off the high end of a log he was trying to maneuver under the wheel and approach them. To all intents, he looked then to be arguing with them, gesturing and doing a large amount of shouting and replying. Then they began acting like men, clasping hands and slapping each other on the back, and then they went back to arguing, but with softer words. Lots of words, followed by Vincent pointing in her direction. Everyone looked. And then they were back to clapping themselves on the backs and speaking loudly again.

Sybil decided it was safer and more prudent to sit beside Waif on the bare boulder beneath a bough. And that’s where she went.

 

The only thing that worked to temper his own reactions and stupidity was work, hard work. Hard enough to feel the pump of blood through his body and his heart hammering until it blocked out the sound of her voice. He just wished it worked at muting the song that filled his soul. That was almost as bad as the sight of her. She was lovelier than she had any right to be, possessed softness in all the right places, just as the rain was showing with every movement she made as she alternated between trying to help him and railing at him when he didn’t do as she requested. Nothing tempered it like hard physical labor. And then, even that wasn’t working. He still lusted for her. Again. Incessantly. His plan of plying her sweet body with his in order to get her from his system hadn’t worked, either. If anything, the lust was hotter and more vibrant than before. Vincent didn’t know what was wrong with him. Again. Still.

And then the entire clearing was filling with members of what had to be Danzel clansmen, if there still was such a clan. Either that, or they were ghosts. Vincent spent a few moments assimilating it. He had no choice but to greet them. Or hide from them.

He approached what appeared to be their leader with none of the trepidation he was feeling. And then he broke into a smile as he recognized the man who had been the mentor from his youth.

It was Sheldon Danzel. The man who’d been at his father’s side throughout that short span when Vincent had known one. The man who’d been honor bound to protect the laird of Clan Danzel’s life with his own. The man who’d yanked Vincent into manhood.

Before he ran to learn all about it by himself.

“Sheldon! Is it truly you?” Vincent was clasping hands with him.

“Aye! As well as what men I could roust.”

“Roust? From where? None survived the fire. I ken. I saw it.”

“You dinna’ stay for all of the aftermath, my laird.”

“Laird?” Vincent blinked, sending the raindrops that had gathered on his lashes coursing down his cheeks.

“You ken your position in life. ’Tis why you left,” Sheldon replied solemnly enough.

“I left because I was too late to change anything. Too late to make any difference! I was too—”

He hadn’t time to say more as blue, black, and green plaid–clad men surrounded them, greeting him and acting exactly like they didn’t think him a base coward who’d run from all his responsibilities. Someone asked what it was he was upon, and why they’d been sent to save him from his predicament, since a stuck wagon didn’t appear to be much of a problem for a man who was the laird of the Danzel clan.

Despite everything, Vincent had to ask what fool would send men to rescue him. And why anyone would think there would be a need. He got his reply from a scrawny lad at Sheldon’s side.

“The Donal sent us. Me. I’m Beggin. Your new squire. The Donal gave me a message for you. He believes you needing a rescue about now. I donna’ ken from what.”

“The Donal? Myles Magnus Donal?” Vincent asked. “He thought I needed a rescue? Why?”

Beggin answered since he looked to be quickest; the others looked oddly discomfited. “I doona’ ken precisely. He did say to tell you that you’ve done well. Exactly as expected. He and his wife, the lady Kendran, are pleased with you. Since such was their plan all along. I believe that was the message. I could have misspoke it, though. I’m a squire, na’ a messenger.”

“Their…plan?” Vincent suspected it was anger starting the tingle in the base of his lower back. He squelched it as best he could. Wedding the sister was their plan? And then had to work at controlling further anger.

“Oh! He also said to inform you that he’s granting you back your keep and the lands surrounding it. I doona’ ken what it is you’ve done to deserve such. I truly dinna’.”

“He did…what?” Vincent’s voice failed him, and the last word squeaked.

“Your keep. Castle Danze. It’s been rebuilt. Refurbished. Fortified. Taken to its former glory and then surpassed. The lands, too.”

“Lands?” Vincent asked with what voice he could find. The surprise was evident and obliterated even the anger.

Sheldon Danzel spoke up, stopping the barrage of words from Beggin. “Aye. Your lands. They’ve prospered. All. There are sheep, horses, crops. And what Danzel clan left is still there. Awaiting your return. We just dinna’ ken where to locate you afore the Donal pointed us in the right direction.”

Vincent shook his head. “The Donal canna’ gift me with land he does na’ own. The MacHughs won it from me. More than a score ago. I know. I saw it. Remember?” Vincent’s voice was bitter. He didn’t delve into the why of it. He couldn’t. That was the first vow he’d made to himself.

Sheldon grinned, flashing the white of his teeth in the dim of the day. “The MacHughs dinna’ keep it. The Donal owns it now. Well…he did.”

“Truly?” Vincent asked.

“Oh, aye. He does. Did. I have to keep remembering. You own it now. Again. As is right.”

“And…he dinna’ see fit to tell me afore this?” Vincent asked.

“I just told you,” Beggin interrupted. “He said you were na’ worthy. Until now. I was to make certain you kenned this.”

“What the lad says is true. Donal gained your lands back five…nae, six years past. Won it in a battle at Clammond Glen that still has sonnets written over it. Then he started correcting the damage the MacHughs had done to it.”

“And none told me? You left me to stew?” Vincent stood taller as his back stiffened. He watched as Sheldon looked him over before replying.

“Na’ a soul knew where to find you until a sennight past. When the Donal sent this squire. You dinna’ leave us much to go by.”

Vincent set his jaw, ignored the twinge of what was probably regret mixed with guilt, and set them aside, just as he’d trained himself to do. He didn’t let emotions bother him anymore. That was the second vow he’d made.

Sheldon cleared his throat. “The Donal sent this emissary to your sisters. They’ve the run of your keep and business. Myles wanted Danzel clansmen to his bidding. Quick like. We were na’ told why. We dinna’ even ken you were still about. Causing trouble. You’ve been causing trouble, have na’ you?”

Vincent didn’t think his throat would work. He shrugged.

“We had the general direction to find you and mount a rescue. And here we are. To rescue you. I doona’ ken from what.”

“Probably from my wife,” Vincent mumbled.

Sheldon laughed. “You’ve gone and taken a wife? Where?”

Vincent swept an arm in the direction of where Sybil had last been standing without looking that direction. He didn’t dare. Her clothing was probably plastered to her, and he was still fighting his own body over it. Then he had to endure the cheers and congratulatory slaps from them as well as ignore his new squire’s wide eyes. Vincent didn’t want to know why the lad was looking at him with such a look. He could guess.

And then Sheldon was speaking again, and sobering everything. Standing about talking with the clansmen had another effect, as well. The rain was washing the worst of the muck from him with the amount of it.

“Begging pardon, but she does na’ look the type.”

“For what?” Vincent asked.

“The type a strapping laird such as yourself would need rescue from.”

Vincent bit his tongue and looked across at Sheldon. “True,” he agreed finally, and then he grinned. “Beware of small packages, my friend. That is all I’m inclined to say about it. Beware. A warned man is a forearmed man. As I was na’. Come. Assist me with yon cart. There’s been enough time spent with the rain and mud. I fancy a bit of dry clothing and a warm bed. And na’ just for me in yon wagon. For all of us. In two days’ time. At Castle Danze.”

Sheldon looked at him levelly for several moments before nodding. Vincent knew he was deciding worthiness. It wasn’t a good feeling. Then Sheldon lifted his arm, gave a whistle, instructions, and within a few minutes the cart was free and being trundled over to the boulder where Sybil was sitting silently watching the proceedings. Vincent didn’t look in her direction when they laced a rope around a tree in order to get the most leverage. He wasn’t willing to give her the satisfaction of knowing she’d been right.

Again.

The rain didn’t let up the entire day. Not for Vincent Danzel and not for any member of his clan. Never for them. It had been the same series of bad luck and raw circumstances that had been his bane since that night. The night that had destroyed his clan. The night spent in so many emotions, he’d vowed to never recollect any of it.

Elation. There had been plenty of that. At first. The night had been filled with raw elation as Vincent and his two closest companions, Edward and Sinclair, had spent the darkest part of the night reaving, stealing MacHugh clan cattle, and getting the small batch of six heifers across the border. The elation was full and robust and filling every fiber of his being. No Danzel had been as victorious. Not for decades, anyway. Vincent had herded the cattle down a hidden glen with an expertise born of knowledge since infancy of all the nooks and crannies of his own land, and nothing could mute the fullness of his entire heart at how proud his sire was going to be when he found out.

The elation had been perfect. He hadn’t known it could feel like that. Deep and poignant enough that his heart tried to hammer a way out of his chest with each beat, and his hands trembled even as he forced them to remain calm. He needed the calm state to make sure the stolen beasts continued to move without sound away from where they’d been bedded down for the night.

That sense of elation had been impossible to imagine and nearly impossible to find since. He knew the reason. The elation had been an encapsulated bit of time that held a hint of magic. It was made so by how quickly it had been followed by all the other emotions. That’s what came of being caught.

Fear was first and foremost then. A debilitating sense of fear that was also full and robust and massive. It made him even more aware of his heart and how hard it could pound, and how difficult it was to take the next breath.

It hadn’t been his fault. It hadn’t been Edward or Sinclair’s fault, either. The lack of reason to it was what made it even worse. Every lad found his manhood while reaving. It was almost a right of passage, and Sheldon Danzel had made certain the laird’s only son, Vincent, had known of it. He’d been counseled. He’d been taught. He’d been prepared. He’d been told. Pick a moonless night. Pick a night full of weather-inspired demons. Pick an easy target, and do it all quickly. Painlessly. Vincent had prided himself on being an excellent student.

Until that night.

Nothing foretold of it. They hadn’t planned it, but the night had seemed perfect. It had started moonless enough, and then drenched all and sundry with the force of a cloudburst. All of it had been so advantageous, they hadn’t bothered to scope out an alternate escape route. They’d counted on the velvet texture of the night to cloak and shield them. And then they’d been betrayed. Nature had decided to shut off the torrent of rain and tamp down the mists rising from the grounds. Then it had sent a bright half-moon from behind parting clouds, as well. All of which had shown Vincent clearly how many MacHugh clansmen they faced, how angry they were, and how bent on revenge they were.

All of them.

Vincent wasn’t exactly sure if that was when the fear had reached its apex, or if that was when he’d first felt it changing. He wasn’t sure when, exactly. He only knew it had. One moment, everything had been crystallized into a perfection of permanency, complete with a paralysis that made the very effort of drawing breath difficult, and the next, every moment was so filled with anger and rage and bloodlust that it had colored everything with a reddish haze he still remembered. When he let his guard down enough.


The red was filled with blood. Still. Forever. And it was hollowed out by despair. That was the emotion that had set in as Edward had started it, lifting his sword with a cry that had rent the night with the shrillness of it. And then Edward had taken a blow meant for the laird’s son that had cleaved him almost in two.

Vincent choked back the sob he’d been cursed with as he met Edward’s eyes for the last time. Memorizing the moment in time when his friend and companion died right beside him. And then it was followed by the most frenzied action of his life. Vincent hadn’t known he possessed the ability to wield a sword with stupefying effect. He hadn’t known he had the ability to hack his way through the MacHugh clan like he had the moment Edward Carrick’s body had settled into a motionless heap on the grass.

Bloodlust had filled him then. Making him strong and invincible and dangerous as he’d fought the MacHugh clansmen. Fought them and made a path through them and settled the score of Edward’s death tenfold. And then he’d taken the blow that had ended it, chopping him down from behind. At the knees. One of the MacHughs had taken an ax and used the blunt end to wreak havoc on Vincent with a hacking blow that felt like it had severed his legs. He’d gone down. Hard.

And that’s when the torture had started.







Chapter Twenty



The vibration of the wagon bed woke her. Then the groans, and what almost sounded like sobbing. She’d be better able to tell if her ears weren’t covered over with the ends of her shawl and then further muffled with the blanket to cover the whole. It was the only way she’d been able to sleep.

It wasn’t enough that she was surrounded by more men than she’d ever seen assembled in one place, nor that her husband kept a certain distance from her the entire eve. No. Those men had to sit about the enormous fire they’d made in order to overcook the venison some of them had hunted for sup, fill their bellies, and finish it off with drinking from little dark oaken kegs of ale that had materialized from the sides and backs of their horses. That hadn’t been the worst of it, either. Oh, no. This amount of men, steeped this much in mead, were louder and more boisterous than any fest Eschoncan Keep had hosted. Their voices had gotten progressively bolder, more riotous, and with a celebratory edge she couldn’t mistake. They were obviously happy at finding Vincent. He didn’t look to return it, but they hadn’t seemed to care.

And then they’d started their play that only men seem to find fascinating. Sybil had long since retired to her tent-covered wagon, and Waif with her. He was keeping guard from beneath the wagon. She was safe. Warm. Dry. Sober. She even had dried berries for nibbling on, since their roasted sup had been more upsetting to the belly than filling.

Besides which, she would never have survived the amount of slapping, wrestling, and man-games that they seemed to find amusing. Sybil had no experience with this kind of gathering or this amount of drunken men. She had no tolerance for drunkenness anyway. Life was too short for such idiocy. She wrapped her shawl about her in a cocoon fashion and tried to ignore their man-party. And that was when they’d taken up their singing.

For a man possessing the musical talent of her husband, the noise these men were making should have had him gnashing his teeth. No creature should be allowed to sing with such off-key, drunken voices. And not a melodious one among them. That’s how she knew her husband wasn’t joining them. In fact, the last time Sybil had peeked through the opening in her tent, she’d seen that not only wasn’t he singing, but he didn’t look to be celebrating, either.

He was drinking.

Another groan came from the man who was sleeping beside her, although he was so swathed in separate bedding that he might as well have been on another pallet completely. His shuddering intensified to the point the wagon beneath them was rocking with the strength of each tremor. Sybil pushed the shawl from her head, pulled an arm out of the protection of her coverings, and listened. Aside from the sounds of dripping water, alerting her that the storm had likely abated, there wasn’t much to hear. Unless she concentrated. That was when she heard the grunts, snores, and general sounds of breathing that would accompany a horde of men who had drunk themselves into deep sleep.

The man beside her whimpered. Sybil did exactly what she always did. She reached to check…and touched the clammy sweatiness of his bare shoulder.


Vincent reacted like he’d been slapped.

He was instantly awake and flipped over onto his hands and knees. She could see the menace of him clearly enough in the roof protected fire-enhanced dimness through the tent walls that it started a strange sensation in the pit of her belly.

“Oh,” he whispered finally. “’Tis only you.”

“You were having a bad dream,” she replied in the same whisper.

“I never dream,” he replied with an underlying aggressive tone that came across even if the words were still being whispered. Sybil’s eyebrows rose.

“You overimbibed, then,” she said, taking her tone to a matter-of-fact one.

“I dinna’ drink enough,” came his defensive-sounding tone.

Sybil shrugged. “Verra well. You are suffering the sickness of eating a badly cooked meal.”

“I am na’ sick, either.”

Sybil continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Your men dinna’ ken the proper way to roast a deer. Nor do they add the correct seasonings. ’Twas enough to make many a belly roil.”

“I am na’ sick,” he replied again, strengthening the volume of his voice to a low rumble of sound, as if that would stop the argument.

“You were shaking and covered in a chill sweat. You still are. Tell me this is na’ true.” She reached out a hand to touch him, but he moved slightly backward to avoid it. She let her hand drop.

“I was na’ shaking,” he said finally.

Sybil giggled. “Dreaming is na’ a sign of weakness, my laird.”

“Laird?” he asked.

“’Tis obvious. These are your clan. And you are their laird. Tell me this is na’ true, as well.”

“This is na’ true.” He parroted her exact tone, if not the pitch. Sybil’s frown deepened.


“You may have allegiance to the Donal, but you are laird of your own clan. This is them. Perhaps na’ all of them, but this is them. Clan Danzel.”

“This is na’ my clan. I doona’ have a clan.”

“Na only do you have a clan, but we’re going to the very heart of it. To your keep. I fancy it is much nicer than you remember. And this bothers you.”

His breath was catching slightly at her words. That was the only clue he gave her that she was right.

“Enough to cause fitful dreams.”

“I was na’ dreaming,” he said again in a tense tone that made her shiver.

“I am rather grateful that you have a home, and that ’tis of a large size.”

“What?” he asked.

“This gives me hope that there are women there. For only women ken how to make a house a home.”

“I have sisters—” He caught his words, and Sybil nearly giggled again at the consternation on his face. “How do you ken all of this?”

“I doona’ ken anything. I make a guess. I keep embroidering on it. And then I wait for the answers. You are giving them to me. With every spoken word…and every unspoken one.” She lowered her voice at the end of her sentence and watched him flinch ever so slightly. That gave her the answer.

“Unspoken…words?” he asked.

“Everyone gives clues to what they really feel and what they really mean. They do it all the time, Vincent.” She had to pause for a moment to suffer a blush at saying his name. It reminded her too vividly of when she’d last been saying it. And why.

He was moving then, pushing himself back into a sitting position with one crooked leg upward. He had his arms looped about the raised knee and was creating a dark well of shadow at his buttocks that drew her eye. Sybil swallowed the excess moisture in her mouth as she glanced there. She wondered if he did it on purpose and then just asked it.

“Did what?” he asked.

“Put yourself on display.”

“Display?” he asked.

“Aye.” She nodded.

“For what reason? And to what effect?”

Sybil swallowed. “To silence me.”

He huffed out what sounded like amusement. Since his back was to the remnants of their bonfire, she couldn’t tell the exact nature of his expression. Her mind filled it in for her. He was smiling.

“Naught silences you, Wife. Naught.”

Sybil returned the smile and then sobered. “You are entertaining, but you are ever that.”

“Entertaining?” he asked.

“Aye. Everywhere you go, there is a spark. You entertain. Easily and without thought. ’Tis like magic. You arrive somewhere, and everything changes. I doona’ ken yet what it is or how you do it, but I am intrigued.”

“Intrigued?” he asked, and he was lowering his voice exactly like she had and gaining the exact same thing as Sybil pulsed. She was overheated as well, and knew a blush was the cause. She settled for nodding to his question.

“In what way?”

“I doona’ play…the games…men and women…play,” she told him and couldn’t prevent the way her words trembled.

“Games?” he asked.

“You ken what I speak of. You’re a master of it…as well as the other.” Now she knew she was blushing.

She got a flash of teeth as he grinned. “Go on,” he said finally.

Sybil cleared her throat. “I canna’ see your face,” she told him.


“This is important?”

She nodded.

“Why?”

“The words one speaks are always open to question. Sometimes they match the actions. Ofttimes they do not. Do you ken of what I speak?”

He nodded.

“Will you move so I can see your face?”

“Why?”

“So I can use more than what I can hear when I listen to you.”

“Is this another trick?” he asked.

“I doona’ trick.”

He snorted. “Now your words doona’ match your actions. You trick others ceaselessly. Endlessly.”

She shook her head. “I simply watch and listen, and speak about my knowledge when I need to. Sometimes what I believe changes. Sometimes it does na’.”

“You forgot to add the potions you use,” he replied.

Sybil had to look aside.

“I ken exactly what you mean about what one hears na’ matching what really is,” he said.

Sybil rarely had her words turned on her so effectively. She didn’t know what to reply. “This is na’ fair,” she finally said in the silence.

“Fair?”

“You can see all of me. I doona’ have the same benefit.”

“So?”

“You wish a battle of wits or na?”

Vincent had to be grinning. It sounded in his voice. “I do,” he replied.

“A cheated win is nae win,” she told him.

“’Tis still a win.”

“Is it?” she asked, and held her breath while she waited.


Vincent cocked his head to one side. “We’ll both move. To the side. That way we’ll both have the same…benefit.”

Sybil managed to keep the satisfaction deep. It probably sounded in her exhalation, but he wasn’t an expert at reading such yet. He possessed honor and integrity. Deep. They were buried, but still there. She closed her eyes and watched the dwarfish, black shadow-man of her vision enlarge slightly and gain a bit of substance. She didn’t even feel the wagon moving as he shifted sideways.

“You are na’ moving,” he said nearly at her ear.

Sybil slit her eyes open at the same time as her fingers unwrapped the rest of the bedding from about her. Then she was crawling to a spot at the tailgate of the wagon when a hand wrapped about her wrist, stopping her.

“Doona’ move so far away,” he said.

“Why na’?”

He started sliding his hand up her arms, moving her sleeves as he went.

“Because I dinna’ grant you such.”

“Grant it, then.” It wasn’t possible to continue speaking if he insisted on using his thumb and fingers in a caressive fashion.

“Nae.”

“Why na’?” Her breath was coming in shorter panting motions.

“Because I want you close.”

“Why?” She was still in a crouch, stopped midmovement and waiting breathlessly for what he might say, doing her best to ignore the hypnotic motion of his fingers on the soft flesh of her upper arm.

“Are we using honesty in this battle of wits?” he asked. “Right here and right now?”

“Anything else would be cheating,” she whispered.

He nodded slightly. The movement made dark pools out of where his eyes were, and then he blinked. The length of his eyelashes was easily noted on the highlighted eye as he looked back at her. That look sent shivers all over her, until they centered right at her breasts.

“Then I have to admit that I doona’ ken why I want you near me. I only know that I do.”

Sybil sat, putting her at arm’s length to him, since that was the extent he was stretched as he continued to hold to her.

“Right here?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Then let go.”

He shook his head.

“Why na’?”

“Because…touch has more voice to it than words sometimes.”

Sybil smiled in delight. “You ken this? Already?”

“I’ve practiced much of what you say. I just hadn’t given it thought afore. Nor had I considered it a contest. I am doing both of these now.”

Sybil scooted a little closer and put out her hands. “Then hold to my hands instead. Gift me the same.”

He didn’t answer, but he slid his hand back down her arm, leaving a trail of heat, until he had her hand within his. The other hand he held out and allowed Sybil to clasp hers about it, making it equal.

“You will na’ be able to hide from me if you do this,” she whispered.

“And if you make that motion with your mouth again, you will na’ be wasting time on words with it,” he replied.

Sybil gasped, and jerked slightly. He grinned at that.

“You will na’ be able to hide much, either,” he said.

She raised her gaze from the merriment on his features and looked deep into what she could see of his eyes. He’d been so gifted by the fates! To have such Viking-like features, and yet devil-dark eyes? She wondered how many women he’d held enthralled with a look…just as he was her.


“My grandmother was a Donal,” he said.

“What?”

“The Donal clan is large. It’s rich. Has many distinctive features. One of these is dark eyes. Verra dark eyes, the color of damp, dark peat.”

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked.

“You were wondering at the why of it.”

Sybil’s eyes went so wide, they mirrored her mouth.

“Am I right?” he asked.

“Right?”

“I took a guess. Just as you do. You were looking at me with such a strange expression, I decided the why of it could be my coloring. I asked. I got my answer from things you dinna’ say. Tell me I’m right.”

“You’re right,” she replied.

He smiled, and it was such a solid smile that Sybil returned it. “Just as I am right about this horde outside being your clansmen.”

He stiffened slightly, and his smile started to fade.

“They wear blue and black plaid, as is true of all Clan Donal. Even you. But these men have a wide stripe of green added to their sett. This makes it different. This is the sett of Clan Danzel. Am I right?” she asked.

He nodded.

“And you are their laird.”

He didn’t move. He didn’t even blink. Sybil took a deep breath and told him how she’d come to her conclusion. “These men appeared from out of the woods. By the weariness about them, they’d traveled a great distance. They were looking for something or someone…of importance. Their actions told me whom.”

“What actions?” he asked with a rasp to his voice.

“Their greeting. The celebrations. This many clansmen would only spend this much effort and celebrate this fully if they had found someone as important as their laird. And that has to be you. True?”

He nodded. He might not be noticing it, but he was starting to tremble. The hands holding hers were vibrating ever so slightly. Sybil didn’t remark on it, in the event he managed to control it better. She simply sat quietly and waited for what he would say.

“I have decided the why of our wedding,” he said finally, surprising her enough that her back straightened.

“You have?” she asked.

“We are wed…because you set it up that way,” he remarked and then tilted his head and pursed his lips in a way that caught a bit of light on one side and riveted her eyes.

“I did?” she whispered.

“Oh. Aye. You put it into play the moment you saw me.”

“Na’ quite.” Sybil couldn’t help it. Her cheeks couldn’t hold the smile.

“Then it was the moment you saw…all of me,” he amended.

She couldn’t answer that! The image he was putting in her mind was too vivid. It was making her heart pick up momentum, and her breathing quicken. It was doing worse things to her throat and mouth, where everything went dry and tight.

“This is the reason you spelled me. You desired me, and only me. You still do.”

His voice had an indefinable quality that was searching out all her erotic areas and making a thumping start that was transferring to her limbs and making her hands tremble worse than his. Sybil had to narrow her eyes and focus on her breathing. The man really was a master. He was also a musician to his core. He could bring emotions to bear with just the sound of his voice!

“I wed with you because I dreaded the alternative,” she replied finally.


He began running his thumb along the pulse point of her wrist, knowing instantly how her heartbeat had elevated.

“And because you desired this alternative,” he said.

She couldn’t think if he continued the caress! Sybil licked her dry lips with a drier tongue and gained herself nothing to mute the throb of sensation that was centered on the play of his thumb and radiating outward.

“The Danzel clan lost their laird…because he ran away,” she said finally.

The thumb stopped. Everything on him went to the same statuelike stillness.

“You dinna’ wish the responsibility of such a position,” she continued.

It was the wrong guess. She knew it as he relaxed so slightly that if she hadn’t been holding to him, she’d have missed it. She had to try something different.

“You dinna’ wish to wed where they said you must.”

It was another wrong guess. She knew it even before he eased out the withheld breath.

“Or…you left because you were forced to?”

He lowered his jaw just slightly and regarded her through lashes that were adding to the vacuity of his expression. Sybil’s heart was pounding hard enough to choke her, and she knew she was getting close. And getting scared.

“Who would have that much power over you?” She whispered the question.

He swallowed. She watched the reaction in his lower jaw and his throat as he did it. And then he changed everything.

“You dinna’ need to spell me,” he said finally.

“W-what?” Sybil stuttered the word.

“I was already overcome and hampered at thoughts of you.”

She didn’t have a reply. She blinked. Nothing changed. He was saying words that didn’t match the stonelike look of him. She frowned slightly.


“I was hard put to keep my hands from you. You dinna’ need to take my will from me with your potion.”

“You…were?” She wasn’t hiding the astonishment. She was afraid he’d spot it. It was in her voice, and it was in the jerky motion of her entire frame.

“It should na’ be that hard to decide. You’re a comely wench, and I’m a man who is appreciative of such things.”

He’d called her comely. Her entire frame pulsed at that wording. No one had ever thought her comely. Or, if they had, they’d kept it secret. He’d also turned his hands, matching his palms against each of hers. That area was sending off enough sparks it should have eclipsed the fire’s efforts from outside their wagon. It should have been doing something other than diverting her, while he didn’t seem to have changed. Sybil lifted a brow and regarded him. In this battle of wits, he was definitely a worthy opponent. Where she used instinct and observation, he used sensual emotion and the power of his voice. She cleared her throat.

“You ran from your clan because something happened. Something so vast and so horrid…that you buried it. Deep. Inside.”

He sucked in a breath and held it. Sybil kept talking despite the heavy sound of her own pulse through her ears. There was no description for the look he was giving her.

“Perhaps you made a vow. This is why you will na’ answer.”

He flipped onto his back, rolled, and then he was shoving his feet out the opening at the end of their tent, making the wood supports bow further with the strength he was using on the fabric. Then he was on the ground and regarding her through the tent opening. Sybil hadn’t had time to take another breath at the speed with which he moved. She’d never seen anything like it. With such ability, he’d be amazing in any fight, on any turf.

“This battle…is over.”


He said it from between clenched teeth, if the sound of it was any indication, and then he spun and strode from her. Sybil watched as stepped around sleeping forms until he reached the forest edge. Then he was pushing the low-hanging branches from his path with an arm showing the emotion he’d tried to keep from her. She knew exactly what it was, too.

Pain.







Chapter Twenty-One



Anger was the most destructive force in the world. Followed by revenge. Vincent had learned that years earlier. Vengeance was powerful, but it could be ignored. Not anger. Anger had to be tempered and managed. Daily. Vincent forced the anger out of his body with every step he pounded into the sod beneath him, denting some of it as he went although it was too dim to see it clearly. He didn’t dare stay in the vicinity. She’d know too well how she’d won.

He knew the best way to lose at anything—especially a battle of wits—was to let emotion take over. Any emotion. That’s why he’d been using his sexual expertise. But she’d won. Again. The fact it was his own fault made it even more chaffing.

He knew better than to let anger get the best of him, and yet the enchantress he’d wed managed to bring him to that emotion so easily, it was appalling. That brought more anger to the surface. Anger at himself. Anger at circumstances. Anger at what had happened eleven years ago, and anger that it wasn’t staying buried.

Vincent broke into a jog when he got to the moors, setting a pace that had him dancing over the more visible holes. His mind was elsewhere the entire time. He didn’t notice the distance, the chill, or the wolf running at his right flank. When he reached the dark span of beach circling the loch, he broke into a run. He was an expert at controlling situations. He was an expert at emotions. That’s how he survived. One could only survive in the world he lived in by being one step ahead and keeping one’s head.

He’d just never run across someone like Sybil.

That woman seemed immune to the sensual emotions he was trying to arouse, immune to his presence. Most women shivered when near him; he was used to creating breathlessness over eye contact. He didn’t know what had gone wrong. He was the breathless one. And worst of all, this Sybil was even immune to the vibrations he’d suffered. This was not happening. It couldn’t be. Vincent was the master at keeping his emotions in check, and yet she’d won.

Again.

The anger intensified, turning into a heated thing of heft and weight in the pit of his belly and making him even angrier over that. Vincent ran fully and didn’t stop until his chest burned with the volume of air he was sucking in and breathing out. Waif looked winded but stayed just within sight.

That was bothersome.

“Why are…you here?” Vincent yelled it in the wolf’s direction, pausing for breath midway. “She still worries over an escape? There’s nae need. She already has me—”

That’s when it hit him. He wasn’t near her, and he hadn’t gotten her to break the spell she’d cast on him yet. He didn’t bother checking for the status, size or weight or any difference. It would waste time. He broke back into a run before he reached the moor.

 

The sound of splashing drew her. Sybil snuck a little closer, going to her knees in order to peer beneath the lowest-hanging bits of forest fringe. She knew it was going to be Vincent. He’d looked to be needing a cold dousing when he’d bolted from her.

That bore thinking on. The man had something so horrid in his past that he’d call off a battle of wits? Especially one where he’d been tempting and tormenting and teasing her to a point of victory? He hadn’t known how close he’d been, or he’d never have run from her.

She knew it would be Vincent at the burn but still wasn’t prepared for the sight of him. Sybil caught her breath and held it. She wondered if it would always be this way between them and wondered, too, why she’d held this love emotion in such ridicule her entire life. There was nothing as wondrous as love, nothing as precious, fulfilling, satisfying….

Something didn’t feel quite right, though. She was certain it was Vincent, yet his frame didn’t look as large as usual. Sybil considered that for a bit as she watched him. She didn’t know enough about watching a man bathe to tell if looking smaller was usual or not.

Sybil narrowed her eyes next, trying to see more clearly through the light fingers of mist hovering over the water. That was a mistake, but it was a godsend at the same time. Her heartbeat quickened each time he materialized, and it was worse when she tried to blink him into further focus.

He was nude, barely shielded by the water as it lapped at his waist every time he moved. He was also shorter in stature, less muscled, and much less defined. There was the opacity of mist about him, and he was still a fair piece away. She wondered if that were the reason.

And then a bit of vapor parted, letting what light there was define and delineate a severely lash-scarred span of back flesh. That was all the proof she needed. It was Vincent. It had to be.

Sybil reached beneath her chin and slipped the tie from its knot with a hand that trembled. She knew why, too: excitement. It was exactly what he’d been forcing into existence in their wagon earlier. And it had grown a hundred times more poignant the longer she lay in her bedding and tried to sleep. Vincent was a force to be reckoned with. He had too many weapons to use, too much masculine presence, too much sensual aura. She didn’t even think he was aware of the extent of his ability, nor how enticing and intriguing he was—although he had a very good idea. If she hadn’t touched on such a raw thing as what he was hiding from his past, she wouldn’t be out here, suffering tremors of excitement and waxing mentally on the ecstasy she’d be experiencing. She wouldn’t have to. She’d have been in his arms long before this.

The cloak was followed by her bliaut. Sybil pulled it over her head and folded it into a small roll of cloth. She was wearing one of the coarsely woven ones. They were better for traveling. Especially when she didn’t know how far between washings it would be. She didn’t stop to wonder if he wanted her hair loose or in the braids she always kept it in. She already knew he liked it free and sleek down her back. Every time he’d run his hands through it and wrapped hanks of hair about his hands as he’d pleasured her, he’d been telling her.

It had quit raining, but the air was still heavy with moisture, making a mist from each breath she exhaled and putting little beads of moisture on the skin she was revealing. It was also making long, curling tendrils out of her hair. That couldn’t be helped. She hadn’t brought a brush, so she finger-combed it into a thigh-grazing length. Then she was pulling the laces from the shift and lifting it over her head. The only thing left was her chemise. She was wearing a light pink one. She knew how fond of them he was. Sybil smiled as she fingered the hem of it above her knee, just as he liked it. She could go to him as naked as he was, but she sensed he’d rather remove the pink one himself.

The smile was still on her face when she stepped from behind the curtain of forest ferns and started walking toward where Vincent had last been. She hadn’t heard splashing in some time; the sound of removing her own clothing had muted it, but she knew where he was. She also suspected he was still in the water, maybe even beneath it as he saturated his blond hair. She didn’t need to see it with her eyes.

Her mind saw it for her.

Sybil had her eyes nearly closed as she neared the water and was so caught up in the image she’d conjured into being that when the man loomed out of the dimness toward her, she had to blink twice before she actually believed what she was seeing.

“I doona’ ken why you’re out and about without the laird at night, but I’m appreciative of it, lass.”

Sybil’s gasp was swallowed up by the heavy thud of her own heartbeat in her ears. It wasn’t Vincent. Not only wasn’t it Vincent, but he wasn’t dressed, either. Worse, he had his feet planted firmly apart his hands on his hips and seemed to be posing. She could only guess why, and knew she was right. The man standing there was far shy of Vincent in size and in height, as well as other areas. Sybil had to duck her head before he gave reason to the instant amusement that was probably on her face.

She also started backing to reach the shrubbery where her clothing was hidden. It didn’t help that he was with her the entire time. And talking. And making everything worse.

“I dinna’ ken you were a wandering-eye sort. But I should have.”

“Wh—at?” Sybil broke the word into two syllables, partially due to her shyness but more due to tripping slightly, since she wasn’t watching where she was walking. She caught her stumble before it became a fall without looking then, either. She didn’t dare move her eyes from the dark recesses that hid his eyes. She also didn’t want to see much more of him. Nor what her presence seemed to be doing to him.

“I said the wandering sort. With your eyes. They wander. I’d na’ thought that possible of a bride to the Danzel, but his is probably worse. Are you looking to pay him back for inattention? Is that it, lass? Revenge?”

Sybil shook her head.

“Nae?” He’d stopped and cocked his head to one side as he considered her words. Or she suspected that was what he was doing. She couldn’t tell by the expression on his face. It was too dim. She was actually grateful for the darkness. Especially over toward the shrubbery she was nearing. He was still moving with her, but he couldn’t see as much.

The prick of a branch against her thigh stopped her, and she shimmied sideways to clear it. The man sidestepped with her.

“You needing a tumble?” he asked.

Sybil shook her head vehemently.

“Then why is it you watch me at my bath? And wear so little?”

“I was na’ watching anything. I thought you were my lord Vincent.”

He smiled, if the shadowed dimples were any indication. “I would hazard you’ve suffered an injury to the head to say such. I doona’ look like Vincent.”

“True,” Sybil replied. Her voice sounded breathless. She hoped he wouldn’t spot it and give it an entirely different meaning.

“But I am still man enough.”

“I’m afeared you’re far too much man for me,” Sybil replied.

He grinned. The glint of his teeth showed the extent of it. “Why do you run from me then?”

“I already told you. I made a mistake. I thought you were my husband.”

“You mistook me for Vincent Erick Danzel. He’d na’ believe you so blind.”

“I was na’ looking closely. But you have his scars.”


He quit moving. “Scars?” he said finally, but the word sounded choked.

“Does every clansman have such marks?” she asked.

“Nae. Just the laird…and me.”

“Why?” Sybil had to keep him talking. It kept his focus on things other than her dishabille. It also salved her curiosity.

“None others were with us.”

“When?” Sybil stopped moving. His reply was going to be interesting and informative and most likely of use when Vincent again wished a battle of wits. She wasn’t stupid enough to forego hearing it.

“What will you give me if I tell you?”

Sybil ground her teeth and held the sigh from sounding. Men. She should have known it would come down to a bargain. That’s about all men were good for. That and fighting. They should find a better use for their strength.

“Na’ much,” she replied finally. She was fanning her hands back and forth behind her as she spoke, searching for the fringe of ferns she’d hidden behind, and that held her clothing. He didn’t spot it. He wasn’t paying attention.

“Why na’?” he asked.

“Because I can ask my husband as easily as I ask you.”

“We got them together. We were caught together. Reaving. From the MacHughs. They’re an unforgiving clan. And sneak thieves. They dinna’ fight fair. The laird was caught with me. That night. This is why we share the same markings. Almost identical, since we took the same lashing.”

Sybil’s fingers touched the scratch of branches with such relief her heart stumbled. It probably sounded in her voice, but he wasn’t listening to such nuances. “They do look alike. This is why I mistook you. ’Tis plain you are na’ Vincent…so I’ll just be leaving. If you doona’ mind.”

“And if I say I do mind?” he replied.

Sybil ducked beneath a shrub, scrambled on all fours to the opposite side, and then went even farther. She wasn’t certain of the spot she’d left her clothing, but it couldn’t be far. And she didn’t dare return to the camp in what she was wearing. The foliage about her was telling of his passage. It wasn’t doing the same with hers. Sybil was lighter, she was quicker, and she was the prey. All of which made her stealthy and quiet.

“I dinna’ ken the comeliness of the laird’s bride. I wonder if many have. He’s bright to keep it hidden. Verra bright. Especially as he leaves it unguarded.”

She hoped he’d quiet before they reached the clearing where the rest of the clansmen were still sleeping. There wasn’t much imagination needed to decide what he was speaking of. Sybil spread her hands faster and farther each time, covering more ground as she fished for her clothing pile and upsetting it when she found it. There wasn’t time to dress, and she wasn’t that foolish. She gathered it quickly and was nearly to the spot where all the Danzel clan was still camped before stopping to toss all of it on again. She didn’t bother with ties or fastenings. She didn’t waste time rebraiding her hair. The other man wasn’t making enough sound to locate him, and she really didn’t want to.

And then Vincent was looming right out of the predawn, silhouetted by the fire until he looked immense and frightening and nothing like anyone would ever mistake for anyone else.

He felt even more so as he reached out, grabbed her by the upper arms, and jerked her to him.

“And where…is it…you’ve been?”

He broke the question into three parts due to the way he was sucking for air, and he was sweaty.

“A-attempting a bath,” she replied.

“You take a bath at dark? Alone?” His voice was harsh-sounding and he was still panting, and moving her with every breath.

“Would you rather I bathed in the daylight? With no cover of darkness? Amid so many of your clansmen?”

He was considering it. He could also be listening, since he’d sucked in a breath and was holding it. Sybil hoped the scarred clansman didn’t stumble out of the woods behind them. That would be hard to explain.

“You are na’ wet,” he said finally. That observation was made with a whiff of breath. The motion sent shivers all over her frame. She might as well have been bathing, and wet, and cold.

“The burn…was occupied,” she replied finally in a whisper.

“Come with me then,” he replied with a rumble of sound that vibrated through where she was being held to him. “We’ll both make use of the water.”

There wasn’t a sign of the scarred man or any other clansman when they reached the pool. Sybil expected to be set down and given time to dress. She wasn’t. Vincent walked right into the pool, slipping a bit on the slick rocks making up the sides of it, and then he was firmly in the center, belly-deep in water, setting her on her feet and turning her to face him. Water was at his waist, but it was shoulder height on her. The effect should have been icy cold and breathtaking. It was neither. The chill was contrasting with the heat coming from where they were almost touching, and the cold hadn’t much power against it. That was odd. She knew the water was from ice melt. Sybil wondered if the warmth pulsing between them could be in response to his nearness. She was afraid to delve into it. She already suspected that this love emotion could change prior experience and knowledge and meld it into something else. It could even change the effect of the elements.

“If I ask you to undo a spell, would you?” he asked.

Sybil cocked her head. “A spell?” she asked.

Vincent looked heavenward. What light was percolating through the mist highlighted and defined every feature as he did so. Sybil’s heart pulsed within her breast, twisting into a mass of pounding pressure that was filling her being with every beat and sending such heat all about her that the water felt more like a boiling mass than the temperature that it had to be. If he weren’t so breathtakingly handsome, she’d be able to think clearer and answer better. She wondered if he knew.

“Aye.” He looked down finally, shadowing his face as he said it.

“You wish to ken if I undo spells?” He was talking of spells when everything about him was wreathed with mist, shadowed with night, and every description of spellbinding. Sybil nearly smiled.

He nodded.

“Nae,” she replied.

“You will na’ undo a spell?”

His voice sounded choked. She shook her head. He moved into the space directly in front of her, sending the water to her neck before it lapped away. She watched him glance to where the sodden shift was clearly sticking and outlining every nuance of her breasts. The harsh weave of the dress was no obstacle to nipples that were taut and excited and ready. She watched a shadowed cord twinge in his lower jaw. Sybil was afraid she’d forgotten how to blink.

“Na’ even if I tell you there’s…nae longer need of it?”

Everything he said was mystifying. His nearness was worse. She couldn’t answer him. She couldn’t even think. He was tying her tongue and scrambling her wits. He should have tried proximity earlier in the wagon. She shook her head again. His jaw set completely then, and she watched as he must be gritting his teeth to the point of pain.

“You need that much control?” he asked.

Sybil didn’t voice a reply. She acted. She didn’t have control. Whenever he was near, he stole every bit of control she had over every bit of her body. He had ever since she admitted to herself that she loved him. She pulled her hands free of the returning water and touched fingers to skin the texture of chilled silk. And then she had both hands to his belly, running them slowly across ropes of muscle that clenched and bunched and released as if for her pleasure. And pleasure it was. Sybil moved slowly upward across the delineation of flesh covering his chest, to his shoulders, and then she was winding hanks of hair about each fist. And then she was using her grip to pull him downward to where her mouth was ready for his kiss. She made it more so as she licked and then parted her lips. There was a groan coming from him, and then the sound was shoved into the caverns of her mouth as Vincent lifted her, held her, and sent sparks of sensation everywhere his lips touched.

Then he was lifting her above him, sliding the suction of his mouth down her neck, parting the untied shift opening to reach a nipple, and then he was suckling her into such a chasm of want that, if they’d been anywhere other than in the open water, she’d have screamed with the ecstasy of it. Sybil clenched her lips tightly, letting the low moan sound a response for her, and she knew he heard it from the chuckling he was then doing. That was totally unfair. The torment of his hot breath against the water-soaked skin he’d just pleasured was too intense. Sybil gasped at the shock and brought her head down quickly to stop him.

Then she was arching her neck downward to fit her lips against his again. He was directing it that way. She could tell his intent as mist-imbued light touched on pursed lips, lash-shadowed eyes, and an expression on his face that held pure hunger. Sybil opened her legs as she moved, pulling the water-soaked material of her shift apart, and knew that was what he wanted. What they both wanted. And then he was there, cleaving through her thighs with a swollen hardness that wasn’t interested in delicacy and timidity. The raw power that was Vincent took her to the point of pain as he filled and torched her innermost area. And Sybil stretched to accommodate him.

Vincent waited then. Keeping her melded to him while his eyes searched. Sybil didn’t dare blink. She gazed into the black reflection of his eyes as he was gazing into hers, looking like he was penetrating through to her darkest secrets, while the area where they were joined throbbed and jumped. And then he moved, using his arms to raise her again and lifting his hips at the same time in order to pull her almost free of him…and then he brought her back down. Again. Over and over…making waves of water lap at them with each movement. Lifting her, shoving her back…impaling her. Emotion built within her, filled her, embraced her, enthralled her. Called to her with thrums of beats, but Vincent wouldn’t let her have it. It was as if he was punishing her for something, and she didn’t know what. Taking her to the limits of need, only to dangle her while he waited for the sensation to ebb. And then he built it again. Tormenting. Heating. Promising. Hauling her to the very brink of fulfillment…and then ceasing every motion as he held her so tautly in place, just outside of embracing him, and she couldn’t move. Sybil bucked her hips. She tightened her thighs, trying to bring him back with the movement of her heels at his backside.

But she wasn’t strong enough. And he wasn’t allowing it, although everything on him seemed prepared and taut and stood trembling as he waited for the sensation to pass before bringing her back. Every time she felt the ecstasy nearing and pulled in a large breath, he’d stop his movements and keep her poised above him with limbs that shuddered and a throat that pained with the withheld cry of frustration.

Again.

Taking her on the journey again. Waiting for her to keen the frustration through gritted teeth as she let out the long breath. And then he’d start the movements again. Bring her back down, lifting her. Back down. And each time he was thrusting heavily upward with his hips in order to fill her completely, maximize the effect, imprinting all that was male about him everywhere he could. And just when she’d reach the edge…he’d stop.

Sybil’s heart was moving like a caged thing. Her throat felt raw and tense, while beads of moisture coated them, soaking her with a heat the water washed away. Yet still he denied her.

Countless times, until it felt there was nothing in the entire world save the curse of nearly reaching an ecstasy she could sense but wasn’t allowed to have. Sybil’s head fell backward. And then her entire body curved until the crown of her head reached the miniature waves he was creating. It was Vincent’s hands at the small of her back holding her in place for him but helping her make an arch that was nearly impossible to achieve.

Sybil had never feel so open, so unprotected, so unshielded, and yet so wanton and grasping. She wasn’t capable of sucking in as much air as she needed, all she could do was feel, experience, and pant for each breath.

And finally, he moved. Pounding dominance into her as he pummeled her loins, shoving at her over and over…and making it feel as if the entire world was churned into a whirlpool of sensation, and not just the water in their pool. She felt it, started gulping for air as she pulled the first vestige of ecstasy near, and yet steeled herself for the cessation of movement he’d been punishing her with.

But he didn’t stop. Sybil slipped over the edge, soaring into such a chasm of wonder, the sky might as well have been showering them with the spark and light of stars rather than opaque with mist-imbued light. She couldn’t contain how it felt another moment. She was still gripping fistfuls of his hair, although it was to stabilize her more than to direct anything. And there wasn’t a bit of cold that penetrated through to the inferno he was creating within the sodden folds of her cloak. Over and over, harder and stronger, while the black mass of waves he was churning into being reached out a caressing presence, holding her, buoying her into place for him. Sybil sucked in a breath. Held it. Gasped it out, and then she exploded. The damp of the mist about them embraced her silent cry, while her throat ached with the pressure of making it.

He might have been restraining his own cry, but deep guttural groans accompanied the frenzied movements he made just before time and space ceased to matter. Vincent held her to him as he pulsed over and over, moving her with each of them. Sybil watched. The beatific look that flitted across his cheekbones made her eyes moist. She held her breath, listened to each beat of her heart as it matched his, and felt the overwhelming burst of sensation that warmed her to the core.

One more hard push, and he stilled, blinked at her with the haze of wonderment still on his upturned lips. And then he was still. Statuelike. Shocked.

Sybil loosened her grip on his hair to hold to his face, using her thumbs to wipe at the sparkles of moisture on his cheeks, down his nose. She ran a finger along his lower lip.

“You’re a stunning male, Vincent Danzel,” she whispered and then watched as it looked like he blushed. Fully. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. She noted that he flitted his gaze to a view on either side of her, and then he gulped. She watched his throat make the motion. Sybil giggled.

That’s when she realized how fully she loved this man.







Chapter Twenty-Two



The din woke her, making acres of sound that she couldn’t place and was too tired to care enough to try. Sybil spent precious moments burying deeper into the pallet bed Vincent had placed her in. She hadn’t been alone at the time, although she was now. After stripping most of her clothing off and murmuring more than once about her pink-colored chemise, he’d climbed in beside her and wrapped the blanket tightly about them. Sybil had never slept so late or in that way. She’d never felt so adored, or cherished, or protected.

There was another clang and several thuds, and then the wagon shook as something glanced off the side of it. Sybil put her hands to her ears. Vincent’s men were fighting now? This is what men did when they woke? What kind of tomfoolery was that? Surely there was more to do than fight and have a general melee? They hadn’t even eaten. Or, if they had, it wasn’t with anything that had a smell when cooked.

And if they had to gather and fight, she hoped they had enough sense not to use weapons that could cause injury. That’s when she heard the distinctive clang of steel meeting steel. It was loud even through the palms that covered her ears. Sybil rolled her eyes. This was worse than the contests set up on a castle list. If this was the sort of fight they were having, it made a little sense. Men always gathered and drank, and then they fought. At least, the little knowledge she had of men told her of that.

There was another thud, some grunting, and then what sounded like a yell. She knew who made it—Vincent. The knowledge caused a trill of shivering that rippled along the flesh at the back of her neck. The man had such musical ability that even when he cried his fight yell, it had a tonal quality to it. Sybil sighed, lost in remembrance of last night, when she’d heard his cry. It had been made with the same amount of passion but a bit less volume.

The sounds outside grew louder, more vibrant, more intense. Sybil rolled onto her belly, taking the cover with her as it wrapped more securely about her. Stupid men! She hoped if they were causing injury, they’d make it something she could deal with. She had the contents of her apothecary cabinet and a bit of clean cloth for bandaging. More sounds of metal striking metal penetrated through her coverings and more than one groan, causing her to not only question their sanity, but their timing as well. They must have truly overimbibed at their evening fest. Only drunkards would cause such harm to each other and not worry over the results. Or maybe fools. Or worse…drunken fools.

Sybil sighed, shimmied farther down into the covers, so they’d cover more of her head, and then stopped, frozen. Her eyes went wide on what could only be the tip of a sword blade as it sliced right through the material of her wagon shelter. Now, that was going too far! Sybil sucked in breath to remonstrate with the fool who would use his sword against a tent and then lost any desire to make a hint of noise. It wasn’t play. It wasn’t a game. The gauntleted hand that opened the split sides of her shelter belonged to the diminutive Sir Ian Blaine.

The scream clogged into a mass in her throat, held there by the way her heart lurched straight upward, and every noise was covered over by the sound of the massive heartbeat in her ears.

Sir Ian sneered and lifted his sword arm at the same moment as he started climbing. Sybil was on her hands and knees and backing from him in the exact same span of time. It wasn’t going to be far enough. Her toes touched the wooden side rails of the wagon bed, frightening her as much as the wicked tip of his blade did. From behind him, she watched a body fly through the space, landing with a thud against a tree. There was another yell.

And then there was the smell of Sir Ian’s fetid breath as he grinned and started talking.

“You think…to leave me…at the altar, wench?” he asked, breaking the sentence into several parts with the force of his breathing.

“I had little choice. The Danzel is a large man.” She said it without thinking, and that was more stupidity. She knew better. One shouldn’t taunt an armed male with words, especially one who happened to be a dwarf.

His grin died, replaced by a snarl. Sybil didn’t have to hear anything else. She knew exactly what he intended as he brought his other hand forward in order to lift the blade over his head with both hands preparatory to cleaving her head from her shoulders. Sybil ducked slightly, knowing it looked like a move of finality and surrender, and that worked to her good. If he thought her cowed, he’d not expect why she really did it: to move rapidly. She tensed her thighs, sucked in a breath, and watched the ripple of muscle on his bare upper body as he moved. That was all the clue she needed.

The sword swiped air to land amidst the covers, damaging cloth but leaving her unharmed as she did a complete roll away from it. Sybil lost sight of him for the moment it took to finish her move, especially since she was pulling a handful of bedding with her as she did so. That’s what she tossed over the top of him while he struggled to get his weapon free. And then she was stumbling down the back of the wagon, ripping the light pink chemise in the process, but that was a small price to pay for keeping her head.

The ground was rough on her bare feet, the mist was nearly dissipated as sunlight battled the rain-filled day, and everywhere there were struggling, fighting, grunting men. Everywhere.

Sybil went to a crouch of movement as she worked her way around the wagon bed, looking for the easiest and quickest way to get to the forest fringe, with its promise of obscurity and safety. She didn’t think Sir Ian would let her escape that easily. Not when he’d obviously spent at least a day and a half in pursuit. She didn’t need the shake of the wagon at her cheek to warn her of his movement out the same door slit she’d just dropped through. A path opened between fighting figures, and she darted through it, almost making it before a beefy arm grabbed her about the middle and lifted her for use as a shield.

Sybil started kicking, twisting, and making great lunges of movement with her entire body at her captor and the man he was shoving her toward. Through the corner of her eye, she caught movement as Waif shot through the mass of bodies, and gathered the shock as she watched. Her pet wasn’t intent on her; he was racing to where Vincent was fighting more than three attackers and didn’t have enough arms to ward off the blow to his back.

Then Vincent went down, and she couldn’t see.

Sybil’s heart lurched in absolute agony, dulling everything else into insignificance, even the movement of her entire body as her captor swung her like a club at one of Sir Ian’s men. There wasn’t a weapon involved in the immediate altercation she’d joined. There was a heavy fist, though.

And that was the last thing she saw.


 

“Blast it all, woman! The least you could do is keep yourself covered.”

It was Vincent. He sounded choked and gruff and not at all melodious. Then hands were moving her legs onto warmth and softness before cocooning her in the same. It felt wonderful and not at all what she’d expect from the aftermath of a battle. Sybil scrunched her face in thought.

It felt more like heaven.

“Covered. Completely. At all times. I have enough to watch without being beset by the sight of you in this little pink gown.” He swore. Which would never be allowed in heaven. Sybil let a breath out softly.

“You should craft them longer. Or of stronger material. Better yet. You should have stayed in your bed and kept from the battle.”

“I could na’ stay there…here,” Sybil whispered, slitting her eyes open enough to see she was back in the tent structure, although there was a huge gap in one side now, letting in the elements and the smell of what had to be supper.

They were roasting sup? After a battle of that magnitude? Sybil wrinkled her nose and shut her eyes. She’d never understand men. She didn’t even want to try.

“Painful is it? Good. And why could na’ you stay here?”

His voice wasn’t as soft, but it was just as gruff sounding. He made it even more obvious as he cleared his throat. Sybil couldn’t fathom why. There was the dribble sound of dripping water, and she realized what it was as he placed a freshly-wrung wad of cloth at her forehead.

“Sir Ian.” Her voice was a whisper. That was odd. It wasn’t due to the soreness of the area above her eye. It was due more to the ball of emotion that was filling her throat and making it hard to swallow. She suspected it was going to be a maelstrom of tears. That would be mortifying.

“Sir Ian?” he answered. “The dwarf? He was powerless…as a bairn.”


“He had a sword,” Sybil explained.

“He had a blade of such small size, ’tis na’ fit to call it a sword. Mayhap a toothpick.” He smiled to soften the words.

“He was going to kill me,” she whispered.

“Nae. Na’ him. Too much effort. Nae reason. He was likely frightening you. He managed that, did he? Along with renting right through my shelter with his pick and reducing it to rags. That’s what he did. That’s all he did.”

“Nae.” Sybil was close to tears, and that was something she couldn’t recall ever experiencing before. She swallowed, although her entire body made the movement.

“I would na’ have let him hurt you, lass.”

Sybil huffed an answer. It was the most she could manage. Vincent must have moved a bit closer, for she felt his breath against her cheek as he’d whispered it. He didn’t know the power of his proximity! She had her eyes tightly shut now, and for a reason. There were tears welling behind them, and she wasn’t letting them out. She wasn’t! She swallowed again, and her body lurched even more than the last time.

“Nae?” she whispered back.

“Ever.”

“But you were na’ there.” She’d failed. She knew it as the tears slipped from beneath her lashes and wended toward her ears, leaving trails for the rest to follow.

Then she could have sworn his lips were touching one tear trail beside her eye. Sybil stiffened in surprise and tried to tell herself that the heat filling her was embarrassment and not the glow from what could be a demonstration of love. She failed at that, too.

He was moving then. She didn’t have to open her eyes to know it. She sensed it from the loss of his warmth. And the lukewarm damp left from the rag he’d taken from her forehead. And the smell and feel of rain-drenched evening. She opened her eyes and blinked the film of wetness away. Vincent was sitting cross-legged with a pool of plaide in his lap while he twisted slightly in order to dip the rag again. He wasn’t looking at her. There was a large amount of blood on one shoulder. Sybil’s eyes widened.

“You’re hurt?” she asked.

He swiveled back to her, stopping every thought the moment her eyes met his. It wasn’t entirely her fault. He did have devil-dark eyes, and what daylight there was had decided to favor the area where he was sitting.

“On your shoulder.” Sybil pointed. She was grateful the light wasn’t on her as he blinked, shadowing depths she couldn’t penetrate and making everything on her rosy and hot with the blush.

“This? ’Tis but a scratch.”

“I would see to it.” Sybil sat up, feeling the covers slide from her and putting her very close to him.

“Nae need. I’ve already washed it.”

“Washing is na’ all you must do. You have to tend a break in the skin. It could fester.”

His lips moved into a slight smile. “You feel up to such a thing?”

She nodded, ignoring the ringing in her ears and the sensation as the view spun. She didn’t want to see anything change about the way he was looking at her.

“You salve wounds? Stop festering?”

She nodded once this time and swallowed the slight sickness that rose in her throat at the movement. She wasn’t going to be ill. Not now. Not when he was needing her.

“How about pain? Can you dull it? Perhaps you brought more of your powdered-mushroom potion?”

Sybil knew she was blushing now. It wasn’t so much the way he said it as what he seemed to imply. “That powder is for…changing things,” she whispered finally. “Na’ dulling pain.”

“Changing things,” he repeated.

She didn’t nod. Her head was pinging with every pulse beat. She hoped he wouldn’t know it.


“What kinds of things?”

Sybil cleared her throat. The lump there moved slightly, painfully. “Makes things…more real. More colorful. Louder. Stronger. It’s as if one sees, feels, and kens things to a larger amount.” The last words were whispered so softly they didn’t make sound. She knew he heard them.

“Is that all?” he asked.

Sybil shook her head once. Slowly.

“There’s more?”

“The mushroom has been known to have…lingering issues. To some.”

“Lingering…issues?” Vincent repeated the two words, but the second one was said at a slightly higher tone than his usual.

“Aye,” Sybil replied.

“Such as…?” He left the question open and gestured with his hand for her to finish it.

She had to put it in words? Sybil didn’t think her voice was going to work at first. “It—it has been known to cause odd things to happen. After it has worn off. Later. Sometimes days later.”

“Odd things?” Vincent prompted. “Such as what?”

“I canna’ explain. Some see things…. Think things that are na’ true. I used them once on a new mother, and she thought her breasts had disappeared! ’Twas na’ the mushroom. ’Twas her guilt at being unable to suckle her bairn.”

Vincent was choking or something. She glanced at him and saw a muscle bulging from one side of his jaw with the way he had his teeth clenched. She didn’t know what that meant. And he wasn’t speaking. He was just sitting there. He didn’t even look to be breathing. Sybil filled the silence with more words. “She thinks I spelled her. I dinna’ spell anyone. I have na’ got that much power.”

“I see.” Vincent wasn’t putting any inflection in the words. Sybil didn’t know if that was a good sign or not.


“I doona’ believe it has such an effect on everyone. Only the weak-willed. I doona’ ken for certain.”

Vincent took a great gulp of air, making his chest rise and fall right in front of her. It felt like he blew the exhalation all over her exposed skin for a reason. Sybil told herself to stop such imaginings, but failed at that, too.

“Verra well, do you have a potion for pain?” He asked finally.

“Aye,” she replied. “The toad sweat.”

His eyebrows raised. His lips twisted, and then he was smiling slightly and nodding. “I forgot about that,” he remarked.

“I’ll fetch it. If you’ll na’…move.”

“’Tis na’ for me. I need it for my clansman, Carrick the Younger. He took a blow. To his lower leg. ’Tis his own fault. He should have been sidestepping instead of putting his eyes on you.”

“What?”

“Carrick. The younger. He was handling himself well, and then you had to go and force yourself into the midst of battle, wearing little more than a whiff of cloth. Such a thing did na’ go unnoted. By anyone. You nearly got him killed. Me, as well.”

“How many…died?” Sybil asked.

“Four. Of the unlucky ones. None of mine.”

“Sir Ian?”

“The runt was unlucky. Dead. He’ll na’ bother us again. The rest of his men are trussed up, awaiting my decision on their fate.”

“None of Clan Danzel died?” Sybil knew it was shock filling her. There had been too much battling with real weapons for none to have perished.

“’Tis a good thing, too. We’ve wounded, though. Although I will na’ say much for Carrick’s if you canna’ assist.”

“Take me to him.”


“Na’ without some clothing on you first.”

Sybil frowned. Swallowed. That made the lump in her throat twinge, as well as sent the thrumming tempo of her heartbeat in her temples to painful thuds. The lout who’d hit her had done a fine job of it. She reached up to touch her fingertips to the large lump just above her left eye and winced as she connected with the size of it.

“Does it pain overmuch?” Vincent asked. His voice was gruff and off-sounding again. “Looks powerfully painful. Na’ so much as the lout that gave it. He will na’ awaken.” Vincent flexed his fist several times and looked slantwise at her from beneath his lashes. “For some time, anyway. I saw to that.”

“You?”

“Any man hits my lady, he pays. Fully. With a pound of flesh.”

The swell of warmth that hit her was thunderous in intensity and depth. Sybil sat there and experienced all of it.

“Do you have a potion for it?”

“For a blow to his head?”

“Nae.” He was smiling as he reached out and lifted her chin, making her face him. Since she was on her knees and he was sitting, they were the exact height, making it more intense for some reason. “A potion for your bump. ’Tis all swelled up and a nice shade of black and blue. ’Twill match your cloak. When you don it.”

“What?”

“I need you to see to my clansman, Carrick the Younger. We gave him whiskey. All it did was make him a drunkard who is in pain. He needs a stronger will.”

“Where is he?” Sybil shoved the blanket folds apart and went onto her hands and knees, ignoring the pounding beat in her head in order to get to her trunk of medicines. And then he opened his mouth and changed everything.

“Oh, nae. Na’ yet. I will na’ allow you from this tent again without your cloak. And a new little pink-colored shift thing that is na’ torn at the neckline. As well as one of your sackcloth dresses. Mayhap two. That might work.”

“Work at what?” Sybil’s voice held no inflection. She didn’t know if he’d recognize it for what it was or not. He’d spent all this time talking when there were wounded to attend to?

“I may have you don a head covering as well. It will na’ do to have jealousy in my camp.”

Sybil was speechless. She was having trouble moving, too. She felt locked in place on her hands and knees with her back to him. Her position wasn’t going unnoticed by any part of her as ripples of sensation went over every pore, tightening her nipples and making the filmy fabric of her chemise feel exotic and sensual. It must be due to her medication of him. That’s the reason he craved her still. It had to be.

“I doona’ ken what will happen with the men next, and I’ve tired of acting the part of jealous spouse. Aside from which my hands smart.”

“Wh—at? Where?” Jealous. He’d just called himself jealous. Her head couldn’t contain the realization as her heartbeat rose to a such a vicious tempo it filled her ears, overriding everything else. Strangely, though, the thudding had nothing to do with pain and everything to do with light and joy and an ecstasy approaching bliss. Sybil turned toward him, clasping her jar close to her as she did so.

“Here.” He held out both fisted hands toward her, showing the angry red-colored knuckles where he’d lost skin. The trunk lid fell. Her eyes were wide as they locked with his.

“What have you done to them?”

“I just told you. I’ve been playing the part of jealous husband.”

“This requires hitting?” Jealous. He said it again, she told herself.

“I dinna’ have any other weapon handy.”

“Why doona’ you wear gloves?”


“I dinna’ have time. I had men chasing my barely clad wife and more than enough to do with stopping them and keeping my head. Will you please don some clothing? I am na’ immune,” he said.

“Now?”

He smiled slightly, and then sobered. “Carrick the Younger awaits,” he replied.







Chapter Twenty-Three



Carrick the Younger was little older than she was. He had a thatch of thick black hair, red-rimmed eyes of a light brown color, and a winsome face that was going to get him far with the pursuit of lasses. That was easy to spot even if he had it scrunched in agony as she approached. He was lying atop one of their pallets and leaning against a fallen log, showing a lean physique that should have helped him in dodging the blow that looked to have broken his ankle and the skin. He didn’t look a thing like his sire, Carrick the Elder, although she already had him pegged before Vincent spoke to him. That man’s worry was as large as he was.

The elder Carrick hadn’t a bit of pleasantness attached to a face that looked to have broken a nose at least once, big puffy lips, and overhanging eyelids that shadowed any hint of light brown color they might have. He’d never had hair the midnight shade of his son. Although he was balding, his hair was instead a dark red color, resembling a deep sunset.

Sybil assumed this meant one of two things. Either Carrick the Younger took after his mother, or he had been sired by someone else than Carrick the Elder. She put the immediate observation aside. She didn’t truly care, and she had enough to handle with Vincent’s closeness, combined with what he’d just admitted.

Jealous. Her husband was jealous…of her? Was such a thing possible?

The elder Carrick approached her, looking even more immense. Although not as tall as Vincent, he was easily as broad, with hands resembling loaves of bread that had just been pounded down from their first rise, and they were about as lumpy. Sybil eyed the hands he held out to her the moment she got there and heard his name but wasn’t given any option to greet him, as he simply reached for her, plucked her up, and walked over the four kneeling comrades of Carrick the Younger that had all imbibed too freely. That was probably the reason for the lad’s continued distress. He’d shared the whiskey.

“My lady, you can heal my son?” The man holding her boomed the query into her ear with a voice as loud as he was large. And as discordant.

“Only the Lord can do such a thing,” she replied and fought the urge to scrunch up a shoulder. It wouldn’t have been possible anyway. The way his hands clenched made any movement hopeless.

“Carrick, unhand the wife,” Vincent said at her other side in a growl of sound.

Sybil gasped at the intent behind those few words. She knew the man holding her heard it, too. He lowered her to her feet and opened his fingers.

“She’ll heal the lad,” he said.

“She already said it,” Vincent announced. “The Lord heals. She’ll assist. ’Tis all I ask of her.”

“She heals my son or we finish this, Danzel. Here. Now. I’ll na’ lose another son to your foolishness. Na’ again.”

Sybil sucked in the shock at such a challenge. She was almost as terrified as when Sir Ian had lifted a sword over her.

“Can you argue words later, Da?” The lad at her feet said it in a complaining whine of a voice. “It pains something fierce.”

Sybil went to her haunches beside him. The lads about him scuttled out of the way. She’d never given the toad sweat to a man who was already stewed in spirits. She wasn’t certain what would happen. She reached into the folds of her cloak and brought out the bottle. She watched as he eyed it and then her, running a glance all over her. The lad was not only handsome. He was arrogant.

“Open your mouth,” she said, putting two fingers into her jar in order to fish out a square of soaked cloth.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Something to take away pain.”

He opened his mouth. Sybil held out the cloth to him and had to look aside or she’d be giggling. He resembled a grasping baby bird. “You suck on it. You dinna’ swallow it. You ken?”

He nodded, shoved the square of fabric through his lips, made a face at the sour taste, and then started sucking. Moments later his face started relaxing. So did the men all about her. Sybil looked up at Vincent for reassurance and guidance and didn’t know why she’d think such a thing possible. He didn’t have any qualms about her ability. He nodded.

“What will you need?” he asked.

“A length of cloth, loosely woven. Clean. As long as a feile-breacan but thinner. In strips if possible. To bind the foot once the bone is back in its proper position. Two straight boards sawn from logs, perhaps a hand-length shorter than his leg. Then twine and strong arms to secure it. And some more whiskey.”

“You heard her. See to it.” Vincent was speaking to Carrick the Elder. The man seemed to have shrunk. But that was ridiculous.

Items materialized beside her, and she could hear the sound of woodcutting as they went about fashioning the splints for her. Sybil calmed the tremor overtaking her with force of will. She couldn’t afford a mistake now even if the threat to Vincent wasn’t there. The younger Carrick was still sucking on the rag. She had to ease his lips open in order to take it out before he choked on it. The lad was acting like a bairn. The thought made her smile. Most of her patients were newly birthed bairns, not men who acted like them.

“Vincent?” Sybil had a hand to her head as she whispered it and was surprised when he dropped into the space beside her. He hadn’t been far, or he’d never have heard it.

“Sybil?”

“I’m na…strong enough.” The blow she’d taken to the head was going to make her too clumsy as well. It was also making the ground swim strangely before she put a hand out to stabilize it. She didn’t speak of that.

“Tell us what to do. We’ll do it. Sinclair?”

The other man with the scarred back dropped to the other side of her.

“We’ll need torchlight.” Sybil squinted her eyes toward what sunlight they had. “And a bit of shelter.”

“Should we take him to the wagon tent?”

“Nae. At least, na’ yet. ’Tis about to rain again. Massively. We’ll need shelter from that.”

The men about her looked to the darkening sky. She watched them exchange glances with each other; even the young lads that were hovering about the young Carrick did it. She ignored them. She’d ever been known as odd. If they’d take a moment to sniff at the air, they’d have noticed the fresh smell of wet coming with the slight whiffs of wind that were stirring the forest about them, bringing them the smell of roasting venison, among other odors.

“You need to take the captives far from here and cut them loose, too, my laird,” she turned and told Vincent.

“I do?”

“Aye. Afore they soil themselves. And you need to remind them on the stupidity of battling your clan again. Tell them that today was but a warning.”

Vincent looked at her levelly.

“You should have Carrick the Elder do it in your stead. He’s large and frightening. And he should na’ be here to oversee what we are about to do.”

He nodded, then looked at Sinclair, who also nodded. It was Sinclair who rose to give the order to the lad’s father. Sybil looked her patient over. He was sleeping peacefully, breathing evenly, and had a slight smile on his handsome features. There wasn’t a sign of suffering anywhere.

She looked at Vincent. “You have to put it back in position and get it straight,” she said.

“Where? How?”

“One hand to the leg bone. One hand to the foot. Twist it. And then you have to hold it in place while it’s bound.”

Vincent swallowed, nodded, and then shimmied forward in a crouched position until he was at Carrick the Younger’s ankle.

“Have your man, Sinclair, assist. He has the cloth?” Nobody answered, but after a moment Sinclair squatted down beside Vincent, a bundle of cloth pooled into the apron of his kilt.

“Now…move the foot. You have to put it back straight so he’ll na’ have much of a limp. You have to make it near perfect. And then you have to bind it so he canna’ move it. It’s na’ as easy as it sounds. There’s been swelling. Such a thing makes a natural support, which is right and good. Except when the ankle is broken away. Like this one is. The foot will na’ move well. You will have to force it.”

Sinclair helped. Vincent had to use both hands to secure the lad’s leg, while Sinclair manipulated the foot until it was in the proper position. And then Vincent took over holding everything while Sinclair wrapped the binding cloth all about the ankle before tying the ends off.


She could hear the sound of at least one of the others retching somewhere out of sight. That wasn’t an issue for her. She didn’t have time for weak bellies and faintness. She was having enough struggle with her own. Aside from which, it was their own fault. Such was the result of overimbibing the whiskey and then watching what they just had.

The smell of roasting venison from behind them warred with the smell of rain-washed grass as the storm she’d forecast slit the sky, misting everything with rain. It was held off their heads by the thatched roof someone had pieced together and strung up. She guessed they’d drafted clansmen to hold it in place while they watched but didn’t bother to check.

The toad sweat didn’t have enough power to overcome the pain of what she’d just ordered them to do. The lad went stiff and moans came from him, although he didn’t waken.

“Get the whiskey. For the lad. He needs it.” Sybil was looking at their handiwork as she said it.

“I need it more,” the man called Sinclair offered, but he knelt beside the patient and dribbled some of the liquid into Carrick the Younger’s mouth.

Sybil leaned forward and looked close, ignoring the pounding in her head. “We need the boards now. Place one on either side of his leg. To keep him from moving it. Place one on the outside. The other one goes up against his…uh…Under his plaide.”

“I ken where,” Vincent interrupted, and then he was fishing beneath the lad’s kilt for the top of his thigh in order to place one of the boards there. “Get me the twine, Sinclair.”

Sybil rocked back onto her buttocks and watched. “Strap it so it does na’ move, but na’ too tightly. You did well. Both of you.”

Vincent grunted without looking up. He and Sinclair spent the next moments threading twine beneath Carrick’s leg and back across it over and over as they wrapped his leg into immobility, working in tandem. It looked like something they’d done often and well.


“You…should forgive each other,” Sybil remarked when they’d finished and were tying the twine ends off. Her words had both men turning into such stiff beings they might as well have been carved from stone. Sybil didn’t even think they were breathing. Yet the vibrations she felt were frightening in their intensity and sent a shiver rapidly over her neck and into her back. She swallowed and spoke again without waiting. “You work well together. Without speaking. Without issue. ’Tis something you’ve done afore. And well. Often.”

“Sybil,” Vincent said in a low voice. He was looking over at her as he said it, and then he was frowning.

“Something happened.” She said it softly and didn’t move her eyes from them as she did so. “It was…deep. Dark. Horrid. It has to do with the other son of Carrick the Elder.”

“Sybil,” Vincent repeated, and then he was moving toward her, taking over her entire sphere with the massive amount of importance he had in her world now. She blinked him back into focus.

“Aye?” she whispered just before he got there. And then she was wrapped in his arms and lifted as he stood.

“You’re in need of a cool bath. Then some sup. Mayhap a sip of whiskey. And anything else I can find for your mouth other than these senseless words.”

“Senseless?” she asked.

“I should na’ have brought you out here. I forgot the lad’s penchant for weaknesses. I believed him over it.”

“’Tis something he couldn’t outgrow,” Sybil replied.

“Nae?” he asked.

“The sire would na’ let him.”

“The Elder Carrick?” Vincent continued.

She nodded.

“But why? What man wishes a whining wretch for a son?”

“A man fearful of losing another one.”

He went stiff again. His arms tightened, as did the muscle in his lower jaw. Sybil looked from it to his eyes.


“I need to make a special potion for him. Mayhap two of them,” she said.

“Who?”

“The Carrick lad.”

“What for?”

“One for the scarring he’ll have. Such a thing affects his beauty. He’ll na’ take that well, which will na’ set well with the sire. You ken?”

She heard Sinclair snort. Vincent didn’t respond at all, so Sybil spoke again. “I have a tea that will work on the fever he’ll suffer. He’ll need my tea. The one with dandelion and rosehips. I have it in the wagon.”

“’Tis luck I let you bring them, then.”

He was teasing her. Sybil turned her head into Vincent’s neck. She had to look away from his eyes. It was too heady an experience.

“Your lady did well.” It was a different voice speaking this time. “Carrick may let you keep your head yet.”

Vincent groaned deep in his throat. It vibrated against where her nose was pressed. That was a new experience, and one she could grow used to.

Vincent moved her more securely against him. She could grow used to how that felt, too, she decided.

“I leave the lad with you, Sinclair. See that he’s kept quiet.”

“He does na’ look unquiet at the moment,” Sinclair replied.

“True.”

“He looks to be quiet for some time. That potion of your lady’s did well. But he’ll wake. And then he’ll be in pain again. And whining. He’ll be needing a pallet before then, one he can stretch on. And a warm, dry spot. And attention. The lad will be complaining otherwise. Loudly. Continually.”

Vincent sighed, long and loud, moving her with it. That was another experience she was going to file away in memory.

“There’s but one place with enough shelter…potions…and enough attention. At least until we get him to the keep. You ken it already.”

“You always did say too much,” Vincent finally answered him.

“Look who is speaking,” Sinclair returned.

“Move him to the wagon,” Sybil said then, stopping what was going to become a sparring of words. “But do it carefully.”

“Can he travel?” Vincent asked.

“’Tis na’ far to the wagon,” she replied, which got her a tightening of Vincent’s mouth while Sinclair was snorting with amusement. Then Vincent’s lips softened and curved slightly in a smile.

“I meant…once we have him in the wagon. Can he travel then?”

“That will depend.”

“On the weather?” It was Sinclair asking it.

Sybil turned her head from a berth against Vincent to look at him. “Nae. It depends on your need to keep the lad quiet and his wound unscarred. Movement shifts the skin, creating both.”

Sinclair was looking over her head at Vincent. His expression was unreadable in the rain-blurred torchlight. “She’ll be in there with him.”

“Na’ yet,” Vincent replied in a tight voice that she was going to remember in her dreams. He truly might be jealous. That was such an odd thing, she stopped a breath to mentally store all of it away: how it felt at that particular moment to be held in his arms against his chest and belly, where the contact was warm and tingling yet being pelted with raindrops everywhere else. That was when she knew why men and women acted like they did. Love really was worth every sacrifice. It was worth everything.







Chapter Twenty-Four



They arrived at Castle Danze well into the night. There wouldn’t have been any difficulty spotting it even if the rain hadn’t subsided into a drizzle of wetness and darkness that cloaked everything. Vincent’s home appeared to be the only large structure in leagues. Set on a bleak landscape of little more than grass and rock, the castle looked to be a series of black rock towers connected by more black rock. Even with a light showing from nearly every window, it felt lonely, bereft, cold…heartless.

Sybil wrapped her cloak more securely about her and tipped her head slightly to the man riding beside her on the wagon bench and taking up most of it with his bulk. Vincent hadn’t let her far from him once he’d taken her to the burn to wash. One look at the young Carrick reclining on what had been her wagon bed, and the plan had changed.

Vincent’s jaw had gotten that tight-clenched look again. Even with the rainfall muting it, he’d looked dangerous and deadly. He’d put her on the bench, wrapped her cloak about her, and gone for his horse.

She’d wondered why he’d left her to cope with getting the reins by herself but hadn’t made a move to go retrieve them before he was back, leading his saddled horse, Gleason, in order to tie it to the wagon as well. That was almost as interesting as the way he wasn’t meeting her eye.

“It’ll be drier inside the wagon,” she’d pointed out.

“True.” He’d said it as he joined her, rocking the wagon with his size before it settled.

“And warmer.”

“’Tis also…crowded.” That was when he’d tilted his head slightly, met her gaze for long enough to steal every breath and thought, and then turned aside.

There was no other explanation. He really was jealous. Of other men being with her. Sybil had never been around a jealous male before. She was thrilled and a bit annoyed at the same time. That was another odd experience.

The air had a bite to it the closer they got to his castle. Even without the mass of blackness behind his keep and the scent of ocean now filling every breath, she knew how near the North Sea they had to be. The series of towers was probably perched atop cliff rock and overlooking every wave below.

The gate was opened, pouring light onto the bleak landscape. She could see as they passed through it and beneath a portcullis that there were two massive doors fronting his keep and both were wide open, spilling light, warmth, and cheer into the courtyard. And then it was spilling people, to fill every available bit of space, surrounding the wagon and greeting the clansmen who’d been escorting them. Sybil didn’t give them much thought. She couldn’t. The most lovely woman imaginable stood at the top of what looked to be ten wide stone-carved steps, a torch held above her as if to make certain all eyes found it impossible to look elsewhere. Sybil didn’t even need to ask. The family resemblance to her husband was too strong. He had scars. He had sisters. He had a home. He had a past. And there was a secret or two about all of it.

Sybil glanced sidelong at him. Vincent’s features were cast in stone, and his eyes were glittering more than the rain mist could cause. Then he was looping the reins about his hand preparatory to jumping down. There were men crawling about the wagon bed, lifting and conveying Carrick the Younger up the stairs, where the sea of humanity parted to let them through.

“What happened to him?” Sybil heard Vincent’s sister ask.

“He got a good look at the laird’s new wife.”

It was Sinclair answering, and the words made Vincent go even stiffer. Sybil sighed and gathered the sodden drape of her cloak about her. The rain had made the cloak heavy, but it was a warm damp, while the elements continued misting the air about them with chill and wet. That, combined with the amount of light, imbued everything with a foglike dream quality. The cloak was much warmer, and it was concealing. Both of which she needed at the moment.

The woman at the top of the steps trilled with laughter. “I’d heard that.”

“You’d heard his new wife was winsome enough to wound a man?” Sinclair asked.

“Nae,” she replied, and there wasn’t much amusement in her voice anymore. “I’d heard he’d taken a wife.”

“Your hearing is correct, but I’ll leave him to it. I’ve a massive hunger and a sup to shove in my mouth afore I banter words.”

“We prepared a banquet. Earlier, of course. When we first expected you.”

They’d prepared a banquet for Vincent’s arrival? That sounded welcoming, even if nothing in the blond woman’s voice carried welcome. Sybil scooted across the width of the bench, following Vincent’s path. He forestalled any such move by plucking her up and holding her to him before swinging her legs up into a berth in his arms. That was when he bent his neck, moving her upward at the same time in order to match his nose against hers, breathing in the air she exhaled, while her heartbeat grew to cover over all of it.


“Forgive this welcome, love,” he whispered finally and then lifted his head and started walking toward the entry.

Sybil couldn’t think for a moment. The import of what he’d just called her stopped absolutely everything. She felt faint as colors swirled, temperatures muted, the torchlight fought with the dimness, and then her body went all-over heated as she realized what he’d just admitted. There wasn’t any way to absorb it all. She might as well be floating.

“Well. Let me see your lady.” It was the blond woman talking again, the snide quality of her voice jarring with the first impression of her beauty.

“Mary Elizabeth,” Vincent replied without inflection to his voice.

“Is that a nae?” she asked.

“Have you moved from the chieftain rooms?” he asked.

“The moment we heard,” she replied.

“Good.”

He shouldered his way through more humanity as he walked. Sybil could feel the brush of them as he passed. It didn’t seem too difficult, either due to his size or his status in the clan. Here she’d thought the Danzel clan was a ragtag bit of humanity with the way their laird had ignored them, claiming only Donal membership. She’d been mistaken. Danzel clan certainly didn’t feel poor or small.

“That’s all you have to say to me?”

Mary Elizabeth’s words stopped Vincent. He turned to face her. That was when Sybil realized the clansmen that had come for him were following him, filling the great room they stood in. Vincent was going a bit darker-toned along his jaw. Sybil knew of a few things that would cause such a reaction, all of which required privacy. She felt herself blushing at the thought. Vincent’s lips twisted in a slight sneer before he replied.

“Aye,” was all he said, and then turned again.

His sister probably gasped, but it was covered over by Sybil’s own. She knew Vincent heard it since his arms tightened, bringing her even closer to where the beat of his heart warred with the sound of his breathing. And then it was being added to by the sound of boots climbing rock-hewn steps. Lots of boots and lots of steps.

He’d asked her forgiveness over the homecoming, but he hadn’t explained why, all of which was intriguing and interesting and promising to give her more than enough entertainment as she puzzled through it. That’s what Sybil enjoyed most. A puzzle, and people that hid the answers.

He carried her through a set of blackened wood double doors, held open for their passage, and then another set, and then a third. Sybil watched the shadows of the torchlight on the rafters above them as they passed wooden beams that were black with something more than age. The beams supporting the roof high above them also had a charred look to them, as if they’d seasoned them in a fireplace prior to using them.

That should have been puzzling, but it wasn’t. It was starting to make perfect sense. Then the last set of doors shut behind them, echoing slightly as they came together.

Vincent came to a stop, bent down, and put her on her feet. Then he stood, opened his arms wide, and waited for her to absorb her surroundings. She knew that’s what he was doing.

The rooms where he’d brought them were hewn of more dark rock, making it a place of blackness that nothing penetrated, although a large fire was roaring from an immense fireplace as if trying to dent the impression. There was a massive four-poster, wooden-canopied bed against one wall, the new, untouched cast of the wood telling her the same tale, a scattering of chairs that were from a different maker or era, for they didn’t match, a massive table that looked to support its own banquet if needed, and everywhere she looked there were blue-cast tapestries, some depicting battles, most depicting forest scenes, and all featuring what the castle must look like in the daylight.

“The fire dinna’ destroy all, I see,” she said finally.

His intake of breath was audible in the silence of its aftermath. It was followed by heart-pounding moments of time when nothing was said or even breathed. And then Vincent spoke.

“What fire?” he asked in the same nondescript voice he’d used with his sister earlier.

Sybil walked from the semiembrace of his arms, feeling the chill of her rain-sodden cloak now that it wasn’t being tempered by his body warmth. She was pulling the hood off as she went and spreading her fingers through the charcoal-colored tendrils of her hair, showing that it looked black with the wetness. Then she pulled the cloak completely from her and hung it from a peg beside the fireplace.

She was wearing a dress made of coarsely woven cloth that was plastered to her frame from the damp. She busied herself with pulling out the ribbon that was wound about her waist and upper body, pulling it from each loop with fingers that she didn’t watch. She was looking at the fire.

“Dinna’ you hear me? I asked what fire?”

“The one…that changed everything,” she whispered to the flames.

There was the sound of boots falling, then footsteps, and then he was standing beside her, hanging his own cloak from a peg beside hers.

“You wish another battle of wits?” he asked.

Sybil couldn’t prevent the smile. She was afraid to let him see it. “You dinna’ fare well with the last one,” she turned to him to say.

“So?” he asked.

“Yet you wish to try again?”

“I’m more prepared this time,” he said.


Sybil’s eyebrows rose. As did her interest. She’d never been as intrigued. “How so?”

He didn’t reply at first. Instead he was reaching for and unfastening the clasp of embossed silver that was at his shoulder holding his plaide in place. Then he was peeling the kilt band away while his shirt was clinging and delineating every ripple of muscle as he did so. His belt halted his disrobing as the weight of wet wool folded over it. And then he was pulling the tie fastening of his shirt packet open, each time pulling it wider until it gaped open almost to his belly.

“Your body craves mine,” he said finally, moving his lips fully into a pout at the end of that statement.

The reaction was immediate and easily seen, especially as he dropped his eyes to watch for it. Sybil nearly clasped her arms about herself to stop him from observing how the shiver flew her entire body and centered right in her nipples, making them taut and tight against where the chill of damp cloth angered the heat of her own flesh into darts of response.

Sybil opened her mouth twice before anything came out, and then it was a breathless whisper of sound, since he’d lifted his arms over his head and taken the shirt with it. He pulled the shirt back right-side in with the motion of yanking his arms out of the sleeves, the movement forcing striations of sinew to pulling and defining and molding into the vista of masculine beauty he was. Fire from the fireplace highlighted and sculpted him as if for the eye to follow. Sybil didn’t even fight the urge and defied the act of blinking in order to caress his flesh with her gaze.

Then he turned and walked in front of the hearth to hang his shirt from a peg on the opposite side. Light glanced off the drape of his blue-black plaid with the stripe of green and put into shadowed prominence the striped scarring on his back. It was especially visual as he lifted his arms over his head and stretched, looking lithe, strong, beautiful…and flawed. He turned sideways to her and stared into the fire, letting it highlight the dark, damp, honey-blond locks of hair he wore pulled back in a queue, the perfect features of his face, and staying in a pose designed to mold the chest and abdomen he was putting on display for her.

“They used their reins,” Sybil said softly, just loud enough to be heard over the fire sounds.

He turned his head and pulled in a breath so severely it delineated the ropelike tendons of his belly. And he held it to the point she could see his heartbeat in the flesh near his belt line. And then he was turning fully toward her, putting his hands on his hips and pushing the strip of muscled flesh about his waist into prominence. And just standing there, watching her, blinking once while the firelight flashed on the dark lashes that looked so incongruous with his coloring.

Sybil blushed. She knew she was, too, as heat flowed all about her, making the coarsely woven cloth feel restrictive, thick, and cumbersome, while droplets formed at the apex of her forehead. She reached up to wipe at them and saw the flash of satisfaction that crossed his cheekbones before it disappeared, leaving him looking carved and statuelike again.

And then he was moving his hands, sliding them beneath the drape of kilt to fumble with the belt. Sybil’s eyes were wide, her breath was coming in whiffs of air as she panted. He loosened the belt slightly, so he could shove the mass of clothing to his lower pelvis, taunting her.

Sybil gulped, looked away from him for a moment, caught sight of his great canopied bed, and moved quickly before the blush happened. She knew she wasn’t fast enough. The space in front of her changed, shifting with the tension of his nearness. She wasn’t surprised when she moved her head and looked back at him to find him standing right in front of her, breathing air all over her nose and cheeks.

“’Twas all they had handy.”

“What?” he asked.

“Reins. That’s…what they used.”


“Really?” he asked.

“’Twas all they had.”

“Nae. This is all you have,” he replied, breathing the words all over her. And then he was reaching out with one hand to touch a finger to her cheek. Then he was sliding it along her lower jaw and lifting her chin, bringing her to her tiptoes as he lowered his head at the same time.

“The fire—”

“Burns within you. Right now.” He interrupted her, touching a tongue to her lip flesh and tasting it as he traveled along the sensitive tissue she’d opened just slightly to catch her next breath and then the one after that.

The room spun, righted, and then spun the other way. Sybil reached out for stability and connected with his chest, putting sparks into being from her fingertips against him. The groan he made originated in the chest she was touching and traveled into the caverns of her mouth as he took possession of it, melding his lips against hers and then making her body do the same thing as he pulled her into an embrace that took her feet off the floor.

Sybil moved her mouth away and hid it against the area below one ear and tried again before she lost all manner of thought in the mass of sensations he was creating all about them. “It burned…the night. All night.”

“All night,” he agreed, chuckling slightly as he twisted his neck to put his lips against her throat. She leaned back to allow access and watched the roof beams above them rotate. Then he was walking. She knew where he was taking her. Everything on her knew and approved and grew needy and desirous.

He’d reached the bed and was climbing into the confines of it, taking her with him, with an arm beneath her, sliding her body twice along the thick embrace of a fur coverlet.

“You weren’t there, though.” She whispered it.

“I am now,” he replied, using his left hand to smooth back the loose hair all about them, while his right was still underneath her waist, making it easy for him to lift her anytime he wished. And he wished it at that moment in order to bring her breast within reach of his mouth. Through two layers of material, she felt the heat as he opened his mouth and huffed hot air over a nipple, making her whimper and squirm.

“You canna’ control your body all the time,” he said.

“This is…a cheat,” she replied, breaking the complaint into sections with the effort of trying to connect with the contact he was denying her.

“Only if we had rules.”

“Rules?” she whispered, trying to make sense of the word.

“Aye. Rules. Such as this one. Cloth…tears.” He’d pulled his right arm from beneath her in order to stabilize himself with it, using it for leverage as his left pulled the neckline of her shift apart. He was shoving great huffs of breath all over her as he did so, and Sybil wasn’t far behind. She was having trouble with her next breath since it so quickly followed the previous one.

“It’s…pink.” He’d stopped and sent that devil-dark gaze all over her revealed frame, clothed only in the silken light-rose-shaded chemise. “Have I told you yet of the power of this little thing here?” he asked, lifting his head to look at her while his fingers grazed the neckline of her slip, leaving her no doubt as to what he referred to.

Sybil’s heart swooped clear to the pit of her belly at the expression on his face. She’d never seen anything so stirring. She had to blink through a sheen of wetness that hadn’t been there before.

“What is it?” he asked, suddenly solicitous as he used both arms now to enwrap her form and hold her close while rolling onto his back so she was perched atop him.

She sucked in a shaky breath and told him. “I…love you,” she whispered.

His response was immediate as he went still and unmoving, although his heart continued beating. Sybil gulped around sobs that were going to be fierce if she let them through. She’d never dealt with such a thing before.

He sighed heavily, making her move with it. “There is nae such thing, lass,” he replied finally. “There is lust, though. And touch. Passion. Heat. And this.” Then he was sucking on her chin and making quivers everywhere he touched and continued touching, taking her to the height of ecstasy time and again, and creating fires the entire night long.

He was right about the all-night thing. He was wrong about love.







Chapter Twenty-Five



Vincent’s rooms had their own staircase. Sybil saw that as they descended them the next morning, following the trio of clansman that had been sent for an escort. That was a flawed design. They hadn’t given their laird an escape route of any kind unless it was taking his chances out the window. She could see from the height of the steps that it would be more than a three-story leap to do so. That was puzzling. The fire that had ravaged the castle might have been the demise of the chieftain. It might also have done in Vincent’s mother. If it had happened at night, what chance had their chieftain had? Sybil answered herself. He’d had little to none.

Not so Vincent. Or his sister. It was clear they’d both escaped it. Perhaps they hadn’t been in the stronghold that night. Sybil pondered if Vincent’s survival was linked to the whipping he and Sinclair had survived. And that led her to the reason they’d been roused from their chambers this early in the morning. The younger Carrick son was deep in the throes of agony, and they’d come to fetch Vincent to correct it. And that meant he wanted Sybil.

The younger Carrick was a handsome lad, but he was severely weak. No broken ankle should set a man to crying loudly, and if it did, he should be disciplined. Any other clan wouldn’t hesitate. Which was odd, because no one even proposed such action. Instead they were pulling the laird and his wife from their beds to care for a clansman’s injury? Sybil wrinkled her brow a bit as she pondered it. It was clear they held Vincent responsible in some way. Perhaps it had to do with the death of Carrick’s elder son.

Sybil wondered if the elder son had been as handsome as his brother…only perhaps more manly. Such a creature would be a good foil for the blond beauty of her husband. Sybil glanced sidelong at him and looked away before he caught her at it. Vincent Erick Danzel possessed jaw-dropping handsomeness, massive charm, and heart-stopping musical talent. She blushed as she thought of his other talents, the love ones he was so proud of.

She wondered if the elder Carrick son had been one of Vincent’s companions, perhaps even part of the laird’s honor guard. If so, the combined effect of the laird, Vincent’s man Sinclair, and the dead Carrick must have been speech-stealing to view if they were together. And if they were together…perhaps they also got whipped together?

Sybil loved a puzzle, and traversed several more steps without seeing them as she pondered each raised question. And then added more. The Danzel clan was Norse-based. They’d been descended from Vikings. According to the troubadours, Norsemen had been the scourge of the earth for centuries of time. Perhaps that explained a clan that would design and maintain a stronghold with no escape. But why wouldn’t such a flaw be corrected in the centuries since the keep had been built?

Could it be that Vincent’s sire had been the lazy sort, much like Laird Eschon had been? Sybil wondered. More likely, he’d ignored it as all the previous lairds had done. Perhaps they’d thought themselves invincible when deep in the bowels of their stronghold, safe from any challenge either from the elements or from man.


The stairs they were walking were constructed of huge blocks of stone. From what she could see of the walls, it appeared the entire keep had been constructed of the same stone, although in differing hues of gray. It was hard to tell for certain in what light there was. Sybil put out a hand and trailed her fingers along the wall as she walked, feeling the bumps and gaps of rough-hewn stones. She surmised the Danzel clan hadn’t considered an escape route for their laird because they hadn’t felt any need for one.

Then she set the theory aside until she could test it and turned to the next bit of supposition.

The chieftain staircase led to and from the great room below. She could see as they reached it that the room had two entrances. One led to the front portal, where they’d arrived last eve. The other was at the back, exactly opposite the first entrance. Another stupidity in the design, especially with the amount of furniture they’d packed into the floor space. Their room wasn’t near as large as Eschoncan Keep, yet it appeared to have the same amount of banqueting tables and benches in it. That made it crowded and forced everyone to wend through all the furnishings on the way to either exit. It would be extremely difficult to battle one’s way through in the event a fight was at hand or an escape was needed.

She could see that the fire had even reached this room. Sybil flicked a glance about and saw how dark the stones were, especially toward the charred rafters, where the servants must not have reached in their efforts to wipe the smoke ash away. Or where they’d not considered wiping it at all.

The furnishings had all needed replacement. That was obvious from the glimpses of light-toned wood where it wasn’t grimed with the effects of multiple use by multiple hands that needed washing first. The Danzel stronghold needed a good cleaning. Sybil wondered if it was just the inanimate objects that she’d be taking a scrubbing to. Her lips quirked at the thought of taking a rag wet with soaped, warmed water to the back of the man she was following.

Vincent’s castle was also dark. They hadn’t built any windows in any of his halls, nor had they placed enough sconces to hold their torches. There were tapestries covering the walls they walked through, going deeper into the dark recesses of the castle. It was impossible to decipher what events or scenes the needlework featured. It was just as impossible to tell if the space where they now were had been fire-scorched or not. Her nose itched with the texture of too much dust, not enough use of soap, as well as the smell of ancient, moldy rushes. That was another annoyance that would be looked into when she asserted herself and claimed her rights as chatelaine.

They reached one of the towers. There were more than four openings from the circular space the hall led into. There was also a bit of light coming through openings high in the walls. They weren’t barred, and Sybil could see the effects of a nest or two high in the shadows. She wasn’t given any time to absorb the effect of having a tower open to the elements before being moved at a quicker pace to the first opening on their right. She hadn’t needed the direction. From the sound she could tell exactly where they were going and that they’d placed the younger Carrick in a high room. That way the sounds of his wailing could echo and filter through the entire lower halls.

Sybil’s mouth set. She wondered what would happen if she decided to discipline the lad. No man should be allowed to get to his age without gaining a bit of spine along with it.

The younger Carrick favored his mother…absolutely and completely, answering one of Sybil’s ponderings when she’d first met the lad. He didn’t take after his sire at all. It wasn’t just the lad who was caterwauling. It was his mother as well. Sybil stood in the door frame for a moment, surrounded by the trio of clansmen and Vincent. She had to take a moment or two in order to absorb the woman’s almost unearthly beauty as she knelt at the lad’s bedstead. Sybil had never seen such a sight and knew exactly why the elder Carrick allowed his wife free rein in all things. He was besotted. Sybil almost was.

Then she observed the woman’s air of fragility, the thin lines of suffering carving through her cheeks, and the visual image of her grief. And then the amount of noise she was making as she wailed along with her son warped the picture of beauty she presented into one of annoyance and irritation.

“My poor son! Myron! Poor young Myron!” The woman burst into a long cry after her words and lifted the boy’s hand to her breast as she did so.

The younger Carrick had a name. That was a good thing. Sybil had already tired of referring to him as a product of his father. Oddly enough, the more time she spent in the company of Myron Carrick, the more she detested him and found him ugly. Conversely, the more handsome his father became.

“He’s broken his ankle, mistress,” Sybil said as she stepped into the room, leaving her escort to follow as they may.

“He’s dying! Look at him!” The woman turned her beautiful face toward Sybil, and, with the luminosity of tear-filled eyes, her beauty was breathtaking.

“’Tis na’ a death injury.” Sybil tried again.

“Nae!” The woman turned back to her son, wailed some unintelligible words, and shuddered with the effect of her sobbing.

Sybil lifted her eyes heavenward. She’d rarely come across such weakness and stupidity. The effect was to dim the woman’s beauty much as it had Myron’s. Sybil’s respect for Carrick the Elder fell proportionately as well. She had to swallow the first retort in order to have the correct amount of compassion in her voice before she spoke again. It still sounded insincere.

“’Tis set well. And will right itself afore long.”


“You doona’ ken how it is to see your child suffer! Do you?”

“I have nae child. How could I? I’m but newly wed,” Sybil replied.

“You’re the new lady, then?”

“Aye.”

“You’re the one responsible for his care, then?” The woman waved toward the bandaged and splinted leg.

“He’ll be right soon enough. You’ll see.” Sybil said it in her soothing voice. The effort was lost on the woman.

“Give him something to dim the pain again!”

“He canna’ pain this severely. He looks unable to withstand such pain.” Sybil hadn’t even finished the words before the son started sucking in breath to moan aloud, joining his mother with the lament.

Sybil turned to leave them both to their dramatics. Vincent stepped into her path, blocking her. Sybil sidestepped and watched as he did the same thing. She took two steps toward the other side, and he followed.

“This again?” she asked, looking up through her lashes at him.

“Give him something,” he replied.

“I’ve naught that will help.”

“The cloth you used. Fetch the vial again. Use it.”

Sybil shook her head. “’Tis unwise to use it again. Especially on the weak.”

Vincent shifted his head toward the wailing duo. “You call that weak?”

Sybil’s upper lip lifted. “You doona’ wish to ken what I call that.”

He smiled widely. “Fetch it,” he said.

“Nae.”

“Why na’?”

“’Tis a mistake to use it again.”

“You keep saying that. You have na’ explained.” He pulled himself to his full height and folded his arms to look down at her.

“My potions are powerful.”

“We need a powerful potion. Can you na’ see? This is disturbing the entire household. ’Tis disturbing me as well.”

“I still canna’ use it. Misuse of power is the worst offense.”

“Against whom?” he asked.

The way he’d pouted his mouth on the word made everything on Sybil react. She could only hope no one else noted the way she physically pulsed, the blush she couldn’t staunch, and the gasp she made. At least everyone besides him. He was well aware of it. That was why he’d made certain to put his mouth in the perfect kissable-looking moue. To get her off-kilter. To alter things to his satisfaction. To get his way.

He’d use anything. She knew that now.

She forced herself to look away, spent a moment smoothing down the sides of her skirts, fussing with the shawl she’d covered her hair with, and then looked back up at him, narrowing her eyes until his image was spliced with lashes.

“Nature,” she replied finally, using enough amount of breath to the word that it was certain to touch him.

“What?”

Sybil hid the satisfaction deep as it looked like Vincent was having the exact same issue she’d just had, even to the rose shade high on his cheekbones after his frame jumped slightly.

“My potion. To use it unwisely on the weak is to create need. Constant need.”

“Carrick pains.” It wasn’t Vincent speaking. It was one of his clansmen.

Sybil didn’t move her glance from where Vincent stood watching her and pulling for breath to the point of panting. That was starting a worse reaction in her. She wondered if he knew.

“The lad could use pain,” she told Vincent.


“What?” he asked again. He didn’t look to even know what he was referring to.

“Pain can be a good disciplinarian.”

“Discipline?” Vincent asked.

“And stricture. He looks to need both. In equal part.”

“Both…what?” he asked. He was definitely panting. That was why he spliced the words with a breath between them.

“What is needed here is discipline,” she informed him, and then she turned her head to encompass the clansmen hovering in the portal behind Vincent. “Discipline and stricture.”

She could tell Vincent was breathing easier, and spent a moment more wondering if it were possible her gaze had kept him tongue-tied. But that was impossible. He didn’t believe in love.

“Stricture?” she heard him ask.

She nodded.

“What if ’tis too late?”

Sybil looked back in his direction and shrugged. “’Tis a mistake to use a potion beyond the need for it. A large mistake,” she informed him.

“What?” The woman was finished with pitiful sobbing if the amount of anger in her screeched word was any indication. Sybil scrunched a shoulder against the sound and was still in that position when the woman reached her and grabbed her arm. “You’d leave my Myron to lie there in pain? And do nothing?”

The woman was almost as small as Sybil. She was more frail, however. And her hands were bone thin and grasping as she clutched at Sybil’s arm.

“Your son could do with a bit of it,” Sybil replied.

The woman sucked in a gasp. Sybil concentrated on not scrunching up the other shoulder.

“Did you hear her?” The woman screeched it toward Vincent and his clansmen.

“Well enough,” he replied.


“What do you care?” The woman used her free hand to point at Vincent. “You already took one of my sons. What is another one to you? I hate you! Do you hear?” The woman’s face was contorted into a mask of anger and hate that was invalidating every hint of beauty she possessed.

“Everyone can hear you, mistress,” Sybil informed her.

The woman gasped, and the action of sucking in another breath had the effect of stopping her screeching momentarily. Sybil filled the silence with words. “Your son canna’ have more potion. It is na’ needed. The pain will pass. And it will help strengthen him. ’Tis a necessary part of life. You ken?”

“Nae! You need a bit of pain!”

The woman was still loud, and she was trying to shove Sybil as she yelled at her. Sybil was in luck that the woman was small and frail and as weak as her son since all that happened was Sybil swayed a bit. She was going to be bruised on her arm from the woman’s talonlike grip, however.

“Mistress, calm yourself. This is na’ doing your son any good.” Somebody said it. Sybil didn’t look for which one it could be.

“Get him the potion. I beg of you.” The woman had turned back to using her pitiful, weak tone.

“Nae,” Sybil replied in what she hoped was a calm tone.

The woman opened her fingers, releasing Sybil. “You’re just like him! Always one for dancing out of the line of trouble—and leaving others to take the pain. Taking. Taking. Taking.”

“That’s enough, Mistress Carrick. Cease this.”

One of the clansmen spoke up. It wasn’t Vincent. He was acting like a creature made of stone. It wasn’t hiding what he wanted hidden, though. Sybil observed, assigned his reaction meaning, and added it to her knowledge about him. He considered himself just as guilty of the elder Carrick son’s death as the mother did. Mayhap more so.

“Nae! ’Tis na’ enough!” The woman was flinging her arms wide and sending her words to the latticework of beams above them. At nothing. A glance showed no fire had reached this tower. “The grand laird caused all the pain and suffering and death. And then he fled! Where was he when the house burned, and with it his parents? Well? I’ll tell you where. Dancing. That’s where he was. While my Edward perished of his injuries, where was he? Well?” She brought her arms down and pointed right at Vincent. Nobody said anything, and then Sybil was shoved aside as the elder Carrick shouldered his way into the room and pulled his wife close, lifting her from the floor into his embrace and crooning.

That seemed to be all she needed, for Sybil had never seen a woman collapse so quickly nor so frighteningly.

“Have you na’ done enough, my laird?” The man directed the words at Vincent. “Must you return and turn your blackness on what’s left of my family? Dinna’ you have enough satisfaction from the killing of Edward?”

He was spitting the words, and the bitterness of them looked close to choking him. Sybil stepped back, right into Vincent. She expected him to enfold her, help with the trembling, keep her from experiencing the hatred coming from the Carrick couple. Vincent did neither. He stepped away from her. And then he left.







Chapter Twenty-Six



“Vincent! Wait!”

Sybil had both hands full of her skirt and was jogging before they reached the back entry doors. She was at a full run before he cleared the inner courtyard. She knew what he was doing—running away. That seemed to be what he did best. The entire staff seemed to know of it, too. They raised the gate for him before he reached it and kept it hovering above head level as she looked like she might try to follow him, although it would be useless. She didn’t need anyone to speak of it. It was enough that he’d broken into a run the moment he cleared the gate. Sybil couldn’t keep up with him. She doubted anyone could.

Except Waif.

From the corner of her eye, she saw the dark streak of the wolf as he joined Vincent and kept pace at his side. Sybil watched as the gate jerked back into place in front of her, putting webbed mesh in front of her nose. Waif would keep Vincent safe enough. She didn’t know what was going to do the same for her.

“It does na’ do any good to chase after him. He’s too quick.”

It was Vincent’s sister, the one he’d addressed as Mary Elizabeth. The family resemblance was even more evident up close, especially with her dark-lashed eyes that looked to be full of spite and something more. Something Sybil couldn’t place.

“I was na’ chasing him,” Sybil replied after a moment.

She laughed. It wasn’t a gay sound. “Looked to me like you were chasing him.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” Sybil told her.

The laugh stopped. “Come. There’s too many listening ears here.”

Sybil looked about. There wasn’t anyone interested enough to look like they were eavesdropping, although there were plenty of clansmen and women about. When she looked back, the blonde had turned about and was leading the way back to the keep. She didn’t check to see if Sybil was following. Which was odd. Vincent’s sister hadn’t much to offer—save answers.

Mary Elizabeth seemed to have her own tower, as well. It wasn’t far enough away from the sounds of Myron Carrick’s continued sufferings, however. Sybil perched uncomfortably at the edge of a chair near the fireplace, where dead coals evidenced the blaze that had been there the prior evening.

The blonde sat in the padded chair opposite and then reclined to one side, pulling her legs up beneath her. The pose made her look like a lass of twelve, mayhap thirteen. Sybil sharpened her gaze. The impression didn’t fade.

“You are the sister, Mary Elizabeth?”

The girl shook her head. “Younger sister. Mary is na’ allowed out of her rooms as a matter of course. If I’d have known of our brother’s arrival, I’d have met you at the stairs, na’ her.”

“Why?”

“Because the returning laird should have been met by a Danzel.”

“Mary Elizabeth…must be wed, then?”

“In a fashion,” the sister replied.


Sybil’s lips twitched. The answers were cryptic and mystifying and leading. That was just amusing. It was like eavesdropping on herself.

“Widowed?”

The girl smiled widely. Then she shrugged.

“Widows should remarry. How odd. Was the death recent?”

There was a moan filtering through the door. Sybil knew it belonged to the weakling, Myron. She frowned slightly and turned back. “I should see to young Carrick, now.”

“Why?” the girl asked.

“Because he’s suffered long enough, and it served its purpose.”

“What purpose?”

“He’s young but old enough to have learned the purpose of suffering.”

“You mean, he’s spineless,” the girl added. Sybil smiled slightly but knew the other saw it.

“Have you a name?” Sybil asked.

“Of course I have a name,” came the reply.

“And may I ken what it is?” Sybil pulled her skirts up preparatory to standing.

“You canna’ guess?”

Sybil was on her feet. She needed to get Myron Carrick a tisane of sorts. She was already putting together the specific herbs she’d use. A packet of dried dandelion leaves as well as a pinch of garlic. It would taste terrible, but it would assist him into slumber, and that would suffice in allowing everyone a bit of rest.

“Why should I do that?” Sybil asked, moving to the door and then leaving. She had to get to the wagon and find her apothecary items. And she wanted to escape the sounds of suffering.

“Because I want to find out if Vincent’s bride is as bright as they all whisper of.”


That stopped Sybil’s steps for a moment. “They whisper of it? Who?”

“Any I asked. All of them. I ken. I asked them.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I wanted to ken if you’d help me.”

“With what?” They’d reached the front steps, and Sybil stood there undecided. She didn’t know where the stable-yards lay.

“Revenge.”

Sybil slid a glance at Vincent’s sister. The way she said the word raised the flesh on the back of Sybil’s neck.

“Your parents were na’ the fanciful sort, were they?” she asked, setting off toward the left. If she had to hazard a guess, the stables were probably closer to the gate, and that would also mean they were farther from the seacoast. That way, the horses wouldn’t be in the elements should a storm blow in. It would also make it quicker to prepare them and ride from the estate, all of which would have been considered when designing a keep of this magnitude and permanency. She already surmised that the builder of Castle Danze had made certain of the elements before placing the front portal to the west, where storms rarely came.

“Why do you ask that?” the girl at her side asked.

“I’ve decided to guess at your name since you will na’ assist me with it. I am gathering clues, much as I suspect you do with your time. Fanciful people create fanciful names for their offspring. Your sister is named Mary Elizabeth. Your brother is Vincent. Both sound to be steeped in the family history and were probably used oft. I say it as a notion and wait for the answer from you.”

The girl beside her stumbled. Sybil smiled at that and kept walking. The corner of the keep blended with the ground, making it impossible to tell where the stone being walked across went skyward to make the walls. There wasn’t a perfect delineation of a corner, either; it was more a five-sided affair, which would gain one a circular center such as the tower she’d been in this morn. She picked her way through shrubbery and rubble that had fallen from the tower at some point, before being rewarded with the smell of manure and the warm presence of a large number of horses.

The castle stables were just where she’d suspected they would be, away from the elements, and looked to have been added later since the rock was a differing shade. Such a thing was probably normal in castle-building, although Sybil hadn’t much knowledge of it. The original structure might not have even had stables, or if it did, they might have been wood and needed replacement later.

The fire they’d suffered hadn’t reached the stables. That was another bit of knowledge. There was a steady breeze coming in from the sea, bringing the sea scent with it and raising gooseflesh with the chill bite it contained. Sybil pulled her shawl closer as she walked.

“Mayhap I doona’ wish to tell you,” the girl at her side said.

“You already have,” Sybil answered. She nearly laughed as the girl stumbled to a halt.

The interior of the stable was dim and sheltered from the wind, making it much warmer than outside. The wagon they’d traveled in was against one wall. Sybil walked over to it and climbed in, finding her locked apothecary trunk still there. As well as her other trunk, the one containing her clothing. The lass had said Vincent was welcome, and the elder sister, Mary Elizabeth, had mentioned a homecoming banquet. If that were true, it didn’t appear that his new wife was as welcome. She gathered a couple of gowns and started adding vials to the pile.

“You should assign someone to fetch that for you.”

The lass was saying it as she climbed in beside Sybil, her slight size doing little to sway the structure.

“I’m accustomed to taking care of things myself,” Sybil replied. “I see nae reason to change that now…and for a certain na’ here.”

“What’s wrong with here?” the girl asked.

Sybil finished and relocked the trunk before she spoke. “The laird has returned. He is na’ welcome. Or if he is, ’tis divided. The eldest sister lives with dishonor. The youngest sister plays with others’ emotions, with little care as to the result. And the entire estate reeks of ill-will and pain.”

“You canna’ hold Myron Carrick’s pain against us,” the girl said.

Sybil sighed loudly. “I doona’ speak of young Carrick. I speak of the fire that killed your parents, changed your sister’s destiny, and chased Vincent from here. I speak of the punishment Edward Carrick sustained. The one that killed him. And I speak of the fact that Vincent takes the blame. This is the pain that none speak of and none face. You ken?”

The girl’s mouth fell open, verifying the accuracy of those assumptions, and Sybil scooted past her with the bundle she’d gathered.

“Are you coming with me Margaret?” she asked sweetly.

“M-margaret.” The girl stammered on the name.

Sybil’s brows rose. “I’ve taken my first guess to your name. Margaret,” she replied and smiled warmly and saw the other’s surprise. This girl looked to have had much the same upbringing Sybil had. Unwanted and ignored. That gave her an odd sense of kinship with the lass.

“Someone told you, didn’t they?”

Sybil shrugged and kept the smile hidden this time. Then, she cleared her throat. “Come Margaret Danzel. I’ll show you what I’ll make with these herbs, and you can tell me which member of the castle you want revenge on.”

“My brother.” Margaret was huffing on the words, since she’d reached the ground and was skipping as she spoke.

“Vincent?” Sybil kept her face forward as she walked, pulling her shawl more firmly about her head before they were out in the wind again.

“I only have one brother,” Margaret replied.

Sybil grunted a monosyllabic reply.

“Do you love him?” Margaret asked.

Sybil concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and keeping her expression blank. She wasn’t giving anything away until she knew more. A lot more.

“Well?”

They’d reached the five-sided tower, which actually had to be eight-sided. The inner three sides were part of the interior complex. That was another bit of interest and probably added to the stability of the design.

“I have na’ decided it as of yet,” she replied finally.

“I will still kill him. Or at least make him suffer.”

Sybil had the bundle of clothing-wrapped vials held close. His own sister wished him this much harm? What would warrant such a thing? “There’s little need, you ken? He already suffers,” she replied as they reached the front doors.

“There’s every need! He ruined my life!”

“Nae man has that much power, Margaret. Only women do.”

Sybil wended her way through the tables and benches of the great room, intent on the steps leading to the chieftain room where Vincent and she now slept, gathering specific items as she went and adding them to her burden. She picked up a small bowl, a heavy-bottomed tankard, a spoon, then a flagon of what she hoped was water, but if it was ale, it would still do. Heated ale added a potent quality to her brews. She knew Margaret was at her heels. She’d have been surprised if the lass wasn’t.

“What did you mean?” Margaret didn’t even wait for the door to close before starting her questioning. “How can a woman have such power?”

Sybil stirred the fire before she answered and then swung the hooked kettle from the side to sit atop the coals so it would heat. Then she was pouring a measure of liquid in. Then she put the bowl on a table, set the spoon beside it, and placed her bundle beside all of it. She was adding the dried combination of leaves and stems and crushing them with the spoon before she spoke again.

“Most men are na’ like us, Margaret. They doona’ have to be. I doona’ think they would wish it even if they could. They feel things differently, ken things differently. They even pretend differently.”

“How so?” the lass asked.

“Men doona’ ken why they do what they do. Their world is a just world. Right and wrong. Just and unjust. Truth and lies.” They even deny love. The last words almost left her lips before she shut them tight and pretended to pay attention to the concoction she was just salting the water with.

“Men war. They fight. They use their bodies as a weapon. Always. It is a physical thing with them. They exchange blows oft. They train for such a thing. I watched the Donal laird two seasons past. He’s a prime example of a man steeped in gaining a victory nae matter the cost. Men. They believe everything is a battle. Even love. Everything has a victor. Always. They use their brawn and their might and their minds. They fail to use the most powerful thing.”

“What is that?”

The girl was intrigued despite herself. It sounded in her voice. Sybil stirred the mixture that was just starting to boil, creating a noxious aroma as the dandelion and garlic melded with the ale she’d used. She smiled, imagining the faces Carrick the Younger was going to make when he forced himself to drink it…or most likely when his mother forced him to drink it.

“Men have na’ learned how to beguile. Manipulate. Intrigue and tempt. Use their wiles to warp things…and turn what would have been a loss into a win. This is what most men haven’t managed to do yet. I say most, because my father had a steward who had the ability. He just dinna’ have the expertise.”

“And you do?”

Sybil sighed. “We all do. ’Tis how a woman wins. And how she sways. And how she ruins lives.”

“I doona’ understand.”

Sybil walked over to fetch the tankard, wrapping her shawl about the handle as she did so. Then she was tipping the pot and pouring the steaming liquid into it, filling it almost to the brim again. Then she was setting it on the stone floor and waiting not only for it to cool, but for the leaves to sink to the bottom.

“You have a perfect example of it right here at Castle Danze.”

“We do?”

Sybil picked up the tankard again, holding it away from her as she walked to the door. She started speaking before she got there. “Does Carrick the Elder run his household? Or does the mistress of Carrick have all the power? What do you think?”

Margaret’s eyes were huge, showing the dark tones in them. She wasn’t as young as Sybil had suspected, either. She was probably closer to the same age as Sybil and the lad, Myron.

“The mistress controls that household. True? And that is most…odd. She does na’ look strong enough to control much. Does she?”

Margaret shook her head.

“Yet she seems to manage the husband with just a glance. Or a touch. Or a whine of her voice.”

“He’s weak.”

Sybil motioned with her head for Margaret to open the door for her. She waited until the girl got close before speaking again. “He does na’ look weak. I trust he’s one of Clan Danzel’s strongest, bravest warriors in battle. Is na’ he?”


“Do you control my brother, then?”

Sybil’s heart stalled. She shook her head. “Nae. But na’ for the reason you think.”

“Why na’?” Margaret replied.

Because love changes everything. She almost said that aloud as well. She settled with clearing her throat and looking at the steps, as if she needed to concentrate in order to traverse them without spilling the brew. “I have nae control over Vincent because he is na’ a normal male. He’s strong. Brave. Wily. He’s a crafty one. You may need an assist when you go for revenge against him.”

“You’d help me? With Sinclair, too?”

“The more folk you add to your need for revenge, the higher your chance at failure,” Sybil informed her.

“Well! Someone should make him pay for keeping my sister company.”

“Sinclair…keeps her company?”

“Only at night. When he thinks none can see. Or hear. But he does na’ love her. He told me so.”

“Sinclair told you he does na’ love Mary Elizabeth?”

“Na’ in those words. He told me I did not see or hear what I do. And that everything he does is for revenge. Everything.”

Sybil sighed. “Revenge is a powerful emotion. ’Tis also wasteful. Does nae good. To anyone. It’s actually harmful. To all.”

“So will you help me or na’?” Margaret was disgusted. It sounded in her voice.

The only thing worse than helping Margaret harm Vincent was not knowing what she planned. Sybil swallowed before she replied. “Let’s just say…I will na’ stand in your way.” And I will be especially vigilant.







Chapter Twenty-Seven



Vincent came back to the chamber well into the night, missing the evening meal. His absence would have been worrisome if Waif hadn’t been with him, Sybil decided. Vincent had also been swimming the loch if the way his kilt hung from his frame and the plastered dark blond tendrils of hair on his shoulders were any indication. He was also avoiding any eye contact as he stood just inside the room with his back to the door as if for quick escape. From that location most of his face was shadowed by the entry rafter. Not so his torso, where a sodden shirt should have been covering a span of bare flesh that almost set Sybil to sighing. That would never do. Not yet. He was too stirring, masculine, and eye-catching. And he knew how to use it. He had a sexual prowess she’d thought belonged in women’s fantasies. She knew the truth about that now and that it was no tale. She decided he’d been born with this talent for giving ecstasy with his body. The other option was that it had been learned through practice.

She’d shoved that thought aside every time it occurred. She did the same now. Having his sensuality overshadowing everything wasn’t going to get her what she needed the most and the one thing he was keeping hidden: answers. It was going to take a bit of the guile she’d spoke to Margaret about in order to get them from him, too.

Sybil rose from her crouched position beside the fire, making certain the light played through the weave of her nightshift, silhouetting most of her for him. And if that wasn’t sufficient, she’d lit torches as well. She didn’t know that was why he groaned and took a step back, but had to hope it was and use it.

“I have your sup ready,” she ventured when all he did was stand there and breathe. Heavily. Lifting his chest with each inhalation. Since he was shirtless, her eyes dropped to the roping of muscle in his abdomen as he sucked for each breath before she forced her gaze away. “I mean…I had your sup ready. ’Tis too cold now. I’ll warm it.”

He was almost too much male! Sybil had never felt as gauche and tongue-tied, nor as primed. Her entire form felt poised, readied, prepared, pliant. The nightshift wasn’t hiding much of it.

“They sent up ale. Bread. Melons.” Her voice dropped on the last word, and she watched his glance flicker to where her nipples were grazing the fabric, holding it away from her body with two pinpricks of definition. He groaned again, deeper this time and with a resonance that filled the space separating them. He also had his eyes shut if the loss of reflected moisture from the surface of them was any indication. That made her brave enough to take two steps toward him. She halted the moment he reopened his eyes, saw him assimilate her new position. Then he lowered his jaw.

“I can reheat it,” she said and slid her right foot a bit closer. She waited more than two heartbeats before following the slide of movement with her entire frame. She watched as he folded both arms and stood at his full height. That just made a deep shadow form between the humps of his chest muscle, where the kilt band was caressing skin her fingers were itching to touch.


“I’m na’ hungry,” he replied finally.

Sybil slid her left foot forward this time, grazing the floor with her thin slipper and listening to the slide of satin on flooring and then shivering as she heard it. All of which sent goose bumps flying over her limbs before centering right at her breast tips, where his glance flickered again. Then he was closing his eyes again. Sybil was close enough now to see the slight lines brought into play at the viciousness with which he held them closed. Then she slid closer, the slight sound from the bottoms of her slippers the only indication that she was within touching distance of him.

She knew he hadn’t heard her approach when he reopened his eyes and started slightly at where she was hovering, with her head tilted to look up at him and everything else on her suffering the onslaught of each exhalation of air that he breathed over her frame.

“You should na’ get this close,” he said finally with a grunt of sound, due to the gruffness he was imparting the words with.

“Truly?” she asked, taking her time with the first syllable. That way her mouth would be in a pout made more visual by the crushed hop mixture she’d rubbed them with earlier.

There was a stirring of the kilt near his belt line, making his sporran shift just slightly. It was accompanied by another groan. Sybil moved a step closer, filling the space right in front of him and attempting to meet his eyes. He avoided contact, though moving his head up so he looked out at the room behind him rather than at her. The sporran moved closer, touching the flesh beneath her breast where the contact sparked before it started warming. She struggled to keep the smile hidden as his body gave her the message she needed, even if his mouth denied it.

“But I’m your wife,” she whispered, breathing the words all along the folded arms in front of her and the chest and belly he seemed to be protecting. “You are my husband. We’re in our chamber. Alone.”

A tremor scored him over that, and Sybil couldn’t keep the slight curve from her lips this time. It was too much pleasure to tap through the reserve he’d put in place and find the man beneath.

“And it’s night. Outside it’s dark. Cold. Lonely,” she continued in a litany of whispered words, making certain each one carried enough breath that he had to feel them.

“It is ever lonely,” he answered. She watched the words move through his throat, and the way he tightened his jaw, since he wouldn’t look down at her.

“Oh, nae. My liege. Na’ anymore.”

He dropped his head and looked down at her. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t really have to. The way he was pulling in and releasing each breath in a steadily increasing tempo was telling her plenty. As was the way everything on him tensed, putting sinew and muscle into full, firelight-defined splendor for viewing and delectation and pleasure.

She was almost purring.

“Dinna’ you speak with my clansmen today?” he asked.

“I spoke with nae…man,” she replied, pausing before emphasizing the last word, and watched him flinch slightly. Then she was warring with her own body not to show the pleasure of the minute reaction he was giving her. The rough scrape of linen against her primed nipple flesh was a good indication of how she was losing, however. She didn’t have to look down to know it.

“Who did you speak with, then?”

“Your sister,” she replied.

“The MacHugh?” He spat the title, and his voice contained enough venom that it gave her pause. That would never do. She realized it as he pulled in a breath and held it for more heartbeats than she could count. He’d put a ripple in the seductive atmosphere she was trying to create. On purpose. He was probably proud of himself.

“Mary Elizabeth…is a MacHugh?” she asked in a low tone.

He nodded.

“She wed your enemy? Your sworn enemy?”

He nodded again.

That explained much of what had been puzzling her. No wonder the elder sister was treated as a pariah. Sybil sucked in her bottom lip in thought. “Your parents allowed that?”

He shook his head.

“Then it was a love that couldn’t be denied?”

He huffed a bit with what was probably amusement. “I already told you. There’s nae such thing.”

“Aye. You told me. You’re wrong. You are that oft. You ken?” She shifted closer, almost touching him and feeling the contact even with the gap of space between them.

He gulped. She heard it and saw it, and gloried in it. She’d been cursed with this love emotion he was denying existed. She wondered if that was what Kendran’s Christmas wish had meant. Sybil had been cursed to suffer from an unsuitable love. Unsuitable…

Surely that wasn’t Vincent Erick Danzel. The man was entirely suitable, if a bit hardheaded and stubborn. Sybil sucked on her cheeks in thought. “She was a war prize then,” she stated and watched his jaw tighten. “After the fire.”

“Who told you all this?”

“Margaret, but I’m guessing, too, my love. I have a fair chance of being right. Everyone does. If they state what could be and watch for the reaction. Anyone can do it.”

“Perhaps you’d best stand over there, then.”

“Over where?” she asked.

“Anywhere. Away from me.”

“Why?”

He flicked a glance toward her, grimaced like he was in pain, and pulled in a breath. “Because I am na’ worthy.”


“Of what?” Sybil asked.

“This,” he said and met her gaze.

It was akin to being doused with cold water and then set afire. Sybil experienced all of it and wondered where her mind had gone. The man had the most soul-searching dark eyes, the deepest pools of black-brown. It was a depth she felt drawn into. She was spellbound. Completely. Absolutely. And it was like nothing any of her herbs or potions or fantasies could have created. It was too vast.

Then he blinked, releasing her to catch breath again, hear her pulse as it beat loud and strong in her ears, and stand swaying in a trembling fashion before her knees locked into position and saved her from falling.

It was useless. All of it. She’d already fallen. Totally. Forever. For this man. And only him. The floor felt the substance of fog. It had the same chill and dampness about her ankles, as well. Sybil shivered despite herself. This wasn’t what she wanted or needed at all.

Sybil closed her eyes for a moment, pulled in a breath and held it until her chest hurt before easing the air back out. She slit her eyes open at the same time and watched the reaction on the belly, arm, and chest flesh right in front of her nose as everything tightened and rippled. Again. “Surely you jest,” she replied.

“This is nae jest. Nor is it a game. ’Tis na’ even a battle.”

“What is it then?” she asked, getting brave enough to put her index finger on one forearm of his crossed arms before trailing her fingernail along sinew and strength that seemed to ripple in anticipation of the touch.

“Torment,” he replied to the air above her head.

Sybil giggled.

“I wish you would cease that,” he mumbled to the area above her ear.

Sybil put her other hand on him and moved both hands up his shoulders and from there about his neck, lifting on her tiptoes in order to do so.

“What?” she asked.

“Your laughter.”

It was all right to press her body against him and caress him, then? Sybil held the glee over that inside, and then she had her hands hooked behind his head in order to use her body weight to pull his mouth down to hers.

It wasn’t necessary. Vincent realized what she was about and had both hands about her waist to lift her instead. Then his mouth was on hers. It wasn’t possible to tell who was greedier as Sybil used her tongue within the caverns of his mouth just as he was doing with her. Dueling. Sucking. Slurping. Toying. Kissing and enjoying and molding her lips to his.

She opened her legs, wrapped them about his hips, and pushed herself into position in order to slide along where the sporran had been shifted to the side, allowing hardened, engorged flesh to fill the area in its stead. Vincent’s hands shifted then, moving to support her buttocks as he moved her, sliding her back and forth while she was cooing the satisfaction over it.

The man was mad if he felt unworthy. She tried to tell him so without words, and then she just showed him. The sound of combined heavy breathing and slurping noise filled her ears, charging through the rapid pace of her own heartbeat. And then she was using her fingers to hold to his ears while she pulled away and looked deep into his eyes.

“Tell me you doona’ love me,” she whispered.

A smile tipped the just-kissed look to his mouth, and then it was transferring to his eyes, where the little laugh lines came out before she saw the flash of teeth.

“You doona’ give up, do you?” he asked.

“Na’ with my heart at stake,” she replied.

That sobered him. She watched as the amusement of a moment before shifted, turning him into a saddened entity with just the glimmer of tears coating the surface of his eyes before he blinked and sent it away.

“Ah, lass. If there was such a thing….”

He swallowed, while her entire being began an ascent to the heavens with the joy of what he’d admitted. He moved his head then, to focus on something over her head, and then he stiffened. Sybil had a moment to ponder the change before she was on her feet and being shoved behind him while he shouted a name out.

“MacHugh!”

Sybil strained to peek around his arm, gasped with the shock of seeing yellow-and-red plaid-clad men stepping from behind the canopied bed. There was more than ten, twelve. Then there were fifteen. Vincent shoved her back behind him before she had the total fixed and still there were more, jostling and pushing to fill the space, and all heavily armed.

And deadly silent.

Her legs were threatening to drop her from the sensual journey she’d been pursuing, and to that was being added surprise and something even more disabling: fear. She was prevented from falling by the pressure of Vincent’s arm holding her against his back. This put her breasts against his belt, where she could feel the weight and sharp edges of a dirk that was tucked into the leather. They weren’t exactly weaponless, although it wasn’t comforting to realize only one blade was between them and more than a score of enemies. Sybil started sliding her hands from where they were clasped about Vincent’s belly. The arm he was holding her with tightened, putting her even closer. She realized what it was. A request to halt any movement. She also knew why. He couldn’t protect her if she moved away.

“I wish to thank you now, Danzel. And so I do.”

Sybil tipped her head just slightly and slid to Vincent’s other side, so she could get a view of the proceedings from the chamber mirror that was on a side wall and filled right now with the reflection of the grouping of men. The one who’d taken the forefront was stocky but short. He was also portly and not young, if the hair that was graying from the red shade it had been was an indication. Sybil could tell that from the length of it beneath his bonnet.

“For what?” Vincent responded. Her breast flesh vibrated with the sound of those two words. She had to swallow and concentrate to stop the sensation.

“Na’ having the sense to fill in the tunnel afore today. Putting Sir Sheldon at the entrance as guard.”

Vincent sucked in air. Sybil moved backward at the quantity of it. “If you harmed him…” he began.

“He’s barely touched. He’ll have a large ache in his head in the morn, but he’ll live. ’Tis your fault if he does na’. Just as everything is.”

Vincent let the air out, seeming to shrivel at the same time.

“Luck still eludes you, doesn’t it?”

“Perhaps,” Vincent replied in a mumble.

“My men watched you all day and into the eve as you carted and packed stones to fill in the entrance. It was a wasted effort.”

That’s what he’d been doing all day? Sybil wondered.

“But you ken that now, doona’ you?” the leader finished.

Sybil felt Vincent’s back muscles clench, but he didn’t give any further sign that the man affected him, either through a gesture, movement, or in his voice when he spoke again. “Most of what I do is luckless, MacHugh.”

“This is what I’d heard. Although I nae longer wondered if the great laird Erick Danzel had sired a fool and a coward when he formed you from his seed. I already knew the truth about that…dinna’ I?”

Sybil gasped. Vincent relaxed slightly. If she hadn’t been affixed to his frame, she wouldn’t have seen or noted it, however. “What of it?” Vincent replied finally.


“You have na’ changed the room much, I see.”

The chieftain was twirling about as he looked up at the rafters, down at the floor, encompassing the room, and then he met her gaze in the mirror. He smiled. Sybil didn’t move. It was totally unpleasant.

“First things first,” Vincent replied.

“Exactly.”

“What do you want this time?”

“Revenge. Just as I want every time.”

Vincent sighed loudly. “There is nae joy in vengeance, Hugo. None.”

“Who’s looking for joy? I want justice. I always have.”

“What will it take this time? Another fire?” Vincent asked with a carefully modulated tone that didn’t give much away. His entire frame was twitching as he said it, although nothing must have been showing, for the man referred to as Hugo didn’t react.

“Actually…we came for the wife.”

Vincent huffed out a heavy breath, almost of amusement. “Why dinna’ you just send word? Mary Elizabeth would rush to your side.”

“I doona’ mean my wife,” the man continued.

Sybil was turning to stone. She already knew what the man was going to say. She knew Hugo MacHugh was responsible for the severity of Vincent’s whipping, the punishment that had been the death of Edward Carrick. And now he was taking Vincent’s wife. She didn’t have to ask.

“You doona’?” Vincent asked easily. He sounded relaxed. He felt calmer, too. There wasn’t one bit of tremor happening to the frame she was clinging to.

“The Donal thought he was teaching me a lesson when he ‘rescued’ Mary Elizabeth from me. I dinna’ want her any more. She’s barren. Seven years as my wife and na’ one child—na’ even a girl child! The wench is cursed. Perhaps I’ll have better luck with yours.”


“My what?” Vincent asked without one sign of realization.

“Wife. I’m claiming her.” Hugo MacHugh met her look squarely in the glass, and then he smiled, showing stubbed, gapped teeth.

That’s when her knees started trembling in earnest, moving the weak feeling clear to her ankles. Vincent was easing the grip on her as well, and she guessed why. He was going for his skean. She couldn’t allow him to do this! It would mean his death. That seemed to be just what this Hugo fellow wanted. It wouldn’t change anything, either. Sybil was going to leave with the MacHugh. There were too many to fight.

“You ken what you do? And who she is?”

The Hugo smiled wider. “Aye. She’s the sister of the Donal laird’s wife. ’Tis what makes this so sweet. The man thought me cowed when he won at Clammond and got your property back. I was na’ beaten. I was taught a lesson.”

“Someone managed to teach you something?” Vincent asked it in a cocky fashion.

Sybil watched as the slur filtered through the ranks of men Vincent was facing and knew he didn’t realize his peril. No man in such jeopardy traded insults at such a time! She started moving away from him. He relaxed his grip in order to make it easier for her.

“I learned to bide my time. Maneuver a win. It was Myles Donal who taught it to me. That just sweetens every bit of this. Hand her over.”

“He’ll come for her.”

Vincent removed his arm, and Sybil pulled at the garment she wore, trying to get it to relax from where it seemed to be clinging. She had to make it more concealing before she was paraded before them.

“What an odd statement,” MacHugh responded. “Does that mean that you will na’?”

Sybil stepped from behind him then and watched as they all seemed to devour her in place. That created shivers through her entire body, which just made it all worse. She crossed her arms in front of her bosom and looked at the man who was taking her and said a silent prayer that he was capable of defining his rights and then making certain of them. He’d already spoken for her, which meant she wouldn’t be raped by his horde.

She looked up at Vincent. Nothing about him was showing emotion. Nothing. Then he tipped his head and looked down at her.

“Go ahead then. Take her,” he said to the group of men, although he directed the words at her.

“I intend to.”

“It was na’ a love match. You ken?”

“Nae marriage of property and family ever is,” Hugo replied.

The words weren’t clear through the buzzing noise in her ears, but she heard them. All of them.

“I dinna’ even wish to wed with her.”

Hugo was frowning. Sybil wondered if that was Vincent’s ploy. To make her less desirable? It wasn’t going to work, if he was. The target wasn’t him. It was Kendran’s husband.

“So?”

“I was paid,” Vincent said. “And well. The Donal laird wished his wife to get her wish of vengeance against this woman. I was his chosen tool.”

Sybil’s jaw slackened and her eyes filled with stupid tears, distorting him as well as everything and everyone else in the room. It wasn’t enough. She knew it as the thudding pressure of her heart moved upward, filling her throat and then her entire upper body with complete ache.

He’d been paid…to be an unsuitable love?

“Oh,” the MacHugh replied.

Sybil could think of a lot more words to fill the gap of space in than just that one, but any she thought of carried weeping and pain. Silence was better.


“Then you’ll na’ put up a fight at this abduction?”

“Do I look to be putting up a fight?” Vincent asked easily, and then he was stepping back from her.

The space of the room should have been hot, wet, and heavy with the heat, weight, and breathing of so many bodies. It wasn’t. It was cold and empty. And supremely lonely.

“Get her a cloak,” the MacHugh ordered, and someone tossed a dark, nondescript piece of fabric at her. Sybil’s fingers were clumsy and stiff as she tried more than four times to tie it, before Vincent stepped close and did it for her. At the touch of his fingers, she jerked. He didn’t look to have any trouble. He smoothly and efficiently tied a bow beneath her chin and then flicked the tip of her nose like it was nothing. Nothing!

That’s when her heart started thudding again, filling her entire form with more heartache than anyone could absorb. And that’s when she knew. Kendran had got her Christmas wish. She’d avenged herself on her sister. And worse. Sybil had known of it. She’d been warned. She’d actually seen him coming! Vincent Erick Danzel was the dwarf-man of her vision.

“Sybil…run!” Vincent whispered it with such soft words that if it hadn’t been for his breath on her, she wouldn’t have heard it. “And doona’ look back. You ken?”

She met his eyes then, had a scant moment of time to see what he’d been keeping hidden, and then she was shoved aside with one arm as he brought down a torch with his other. And he was yelling. In the size of that room, his voice created as much havoc as the sparks showering about their legs did.

The floor was hard, but that made it easier to move. Sybil crawled to the firepit to yank the pot from its hook, ignoring the shadows dancing about the floor and walls. There was the sound of a gurgling throat. A clang of metal. An angry cry. More sounds of struggle. Another cry, this one of pain.

Sybil was on her feet and swinging the pot, rotating with it as she took in the sight of her husband surrounded by warriors who were beating on him, and yet he was still swinging. That’s when she did the only thing she could. She launched the pot at Vincent’s head. With perfect accuracy. She didn’t even hear the sickening clang as it hit.

Vincent dropped. First to his knees, and then full-out on the floor, while lukewarm stew splashed out, coating everything and everyone, and damping the last sizzling coals that came from the torch.

“Get her! But doona’ harm her! I’ve claimed her, lads!”

It was the MacHugh. Sybil lifted her chin and sneered across and up at him, astounded that he was taller than she was since he hadn’t looked it earlier.

“What of Danzel?” someone asked.

“I think she’s killed him!” another answered.

“I’d rather ken more of his wife. And the why of her act,” their laird answered without taking his eyes from her. “Well, lass?”

It took the most supreme acting of her life to ignore Vincent’s unconscious body. It took more of it to shrug, and then to smile with a deviousness she hadn’t known she possessed. “You have just rescued me, Laird MacHugh. The man was an arrogant brute. You have my thanks in that regard.”

“You’ll come without a struggle?”

She nodded, and kept the weeping inside.







Chapter Twenty-Eight



Hugo MacHugh had a lovely castle, the complete opposite of what Sybil had been expecting. It was smaller than Eschoncan Keep and much smaller than Vincent’s, yet that gave it charm. It was nestled in a vale that was only one drum from Castle Danze. That one hill was a vast one, however, with steep shale sides amidst long slopes of grassy meadow. It was also unsheltered for the most part, with only a smattering of forest, making her shiver often during the day-and-a-half ride it took to reach it.

Her shivering could also be the result of fighting the disgusting weakness that was a hidden torrent of tears. And fight it she did, with every fiber of her being. She’d left Vincent Erick Danzel lying on his floor. Hurt. Dying. And nobody would ever know the truth.

Sybil hadn’t known how heartache felt. How it sapped a body’s strength and will and made it hard to pull in each breath. There was nothing the MacHugh could do that would be worse.

They offered her a flat piece of hard, unleavened bread when dawn broke. Sybil accepted it with a show of one hand. She munched on it slowly and deliberately and with painstaking attention to each crumb. She didn’t know how she was going to be able to swallow around the knot of emotion in her throat, but when Hugo offered her a swig of spirits from his sporran, she found it an easy matter after all. Without the whiskey. She just had to suck on all the moisture she could, lift her head to the cloud-filled sky, and swallow. Even if it scraped as it went down her throat. Especially as it did so.

She needed the assurance of pain. She knew it. Otherwise, there was nothing of sensory value to make her continue living. Breathing. And aching. Every beat of her heart sent pain through her. Over and over. Without end.

They’d arrived at his house near dawn of the second day. Sybil watched as the pink and light yellow of sunrise touched on warm, tan-colored stone that was surrounded by morning mist, giving it a fairylike quality.

MacHugh wasn’t speaking to her. Although her horse had been tied to his and she was directly behind him, he’d gifted her with silence. Through the entire ride, the only time he’d given her any thought was when they’d stopped for nature. He’d bound her wrist in order to accompany her. It hadn’t been needed.

She wasn’t going to flee him. There was nowhere to go. She was now on even stature with the cast-off wife, Mary Elizabeth, except Sybil had the hope that the Donal clan might actually ransom her. She hadn’t for a moment believed MacHugh meant to ravish her. She wasn’t a ripe, womanly sort. There was no reason why any man aside from Vincent would want her.

So far she’d been right. MacHugh’s conduct since abducting her showed that. He ignored her. All his taunts had been to get a reaction…and he’d gotten it.

She’d watched Hugo look over his shoulder more than once. The others in his group of clansmen appeared to do the same. She knew they were looking for pursuit. She also knew it was useless to check. Her entire form felt alone, bereft, and empty. Which would never be the case if Vincent had survived. She instinctively knew it. There was nobody to tell the tale. Nobody who cared.

Only her.

The knot of tears moved every time she thought of it, so she did her best to set it aside. She’d accepted their handout of dried berries and another flat cake as the sun set, ignored her belly’s grumbling of hunger as they all seemed to do. She’d managed to swallow that bit of sup as well. And she’d kept her seat atop the horse the entire ride to reach his castle, until it felt like her legs weren’t even her own. And she’d leaned forward, bracing herself against the horse’s neck in order to sleep, just as they’d done.

They’d sent a clansman on ahead. One that was light in stature and had a fast horse. She knew why. To make certain they were expected.

Sybil sat atop her horse and waited while her presence was noted and commented on by all the MacHugh clan milling about the castle grounds as if they had chores in the area and not to catch a glimpse of the Danzel laird’s wife.

She ignored them.

It took time to absorb the beauty of MacHugh’s inner courtyard. They’d filled the area all along the base of his walls with flowers and vines, and over the centuries a mesh of greenery had risen to encompass the lower floor. From there the vines seemed engrossed with overtaking more than one balcony on the second floor as well. Since it was still late summer, the entire area seemed alive with leaves and flowers and insects, speckling the dawn light as it tried to reach the castle walls. It wasn’t what she expected the man capable of whipping a lad to death to own. Not at all.

“My lady?”

A slight woman stood at the side of the horse, apparently tiring of waiting for Sybil to notice her. Sybil turned her head and peered down at the woman. And waited.


“My name is Iris. I’ve been assigned to serve you. I’ll be needing you to dismount now.”

Sybil smiled slightly. The knot in her throat twinged. She let the smile fall and blinked rapidly at the sudden moisture.

“Verra well.” Even saying that amount of words pained her throat. This was not good. It wasn’t enough that her heart sent ache through her, her throat had to punish her, too?

The woman stood to the side and waited while Sybil made her stiff, sore limbs function. Her legs even managed to work long enough to follow the woman through the front door and into a sunlit foyer that had even more beauty attached to it. That was when she had to grip to the back of a settee in order to remain standing while needles of agony speared her limbs. She knew it was from staying in one position for too long; she just wished it overrode the heartache.

“Will you need assist to your rooms?” Iris asked. “Perhaps a litter?”

Sybil straightened. She wasn’t going to need an assist anywhere. Ever again. Needing another human was what had gotten her to this wretched condition. She’d yet to decide how to live through it. Or even if it was possible. She shook her head.

“Follow me, then.”

The woman used a rapid motion as she went across the great hall and through a door. Sybil forced one foot in front of the other in order to follow. She’d teased her older sisters about their heart burnings. She’d giggled in the face of their suffering over being in love with men they weren’t destined for. She hadn’t realized then how bad it was. Now she did. It was worse than bad. It was poignant and real, and she already knew it was going to be everlasting.

And for some reason being in this beautiful castle made it all so much worse.

Tears flooded her eyes before she reached the doorway to the hall. Sybil held to the railing, going to her knees not only with the extent of physical ache her sobbing was engendering but also from the full agony of her failure to staunch any of it. Then Iris was at her side, clicking her tongue and murmuring of the trouble with overly emotional women.

And then Sybil had to suffer the ignominy of that as well.

 

Life at the MacHugh castle turned into a routine so quickly, Sybil hadn’t time to ponder it as the first day passed and then the next, and then more of them while all she was given to do was wander the hall and stay out of contact with anyone she might happen upon. She was allowed full access to the second floor of her tower and treated more as a guest than a prisoner. As long as she didn’t leave the area. Hugo MacHugh had guards posted at the first alcove of his stair every time she checked, so she quit checking. Without anything to do except look forward to the food tray delivered to her room, Sybil spent most of the time abed. Sleeping. And dreaming. And praying. And sending back her trays untouched.

She had no control. Always before, Sybil was the unseen hand behind events. Now she had nothing. Food was tasteless, mead and ales the same, and even the rain outside her chamber had no discernible smell. Such things must be the penalty to pay for manipulating. Sybil wasn’t living. She was existing, and she was getting thinner and more fragile-looking each day. She probably looked more like a shadow than ever. That’s exactly what she felt like, too.

Being a prisoner of the MacHugh wasn’t as she expected. It was worse.

The nights were absolute torture. The only part of her body that wasn’t reducing was her breasts. Those appendages had urges and passions and stifled desires that forced themselves onto her entire being until she’d awaken during the night with her covers twisted about her and images just fading, leaving her panting with an amalgamation of unrequited lust, passion, and desire. And longing for something she could never have again. It was a vicious, everlasting longing. Eternal. Soul-destroying.

And then everything changed.

 

The ninth day dawned with the spill of frost-ripe air coming through her open window to color everything in the room with a sparkle and a chill. Sybil breathed deeply of the air, pulling in a large portion of it in order to feed the tightness that she was putting into place in her chest.

It was a sin to kill oneself. It wasn’t so sinful to give oneself the ague and perish because of that. Anything was better than living through one heartache-filled day after another. She sucked in another chestful of moisture-laden air. That brought on the beginnings of a coughing spasm just as she’d hoped. She was still coughing when Iris opened the door, shutting it with a bang and then stomping her way across the chamber in order to pull the heavy glass panel closed and bar them. Then she pulled the heavy woolen drapes into place, shutting out the cold but also the beauty.

Sybil only thought about stopping her, since she couldn’t catch breath through the coughing in order to speak on it. Then it was over and she lay back against the pillows, feeling drained.

Which was just as she wanted it.

“The laird is na’ pleased. At all. He wishes to see you the moment you’ve been made presentable.”

Sybil shrugged, moving her shoulders against the bedding.

“You doona’ even care as to why?”

“The Danzel clan has na’ come for me?” Sybil’s voice broke. She caught her lip between her teeth and waited for Iris to note it.

“That is na’ the worse of it.”


“What is, then?”

“I’ll na’ say. He can tell you of it himself.”

The maid’s words were cryptic, as was the intent behind them. Sybil looked to the roof of her canopy bed, painted with white doves atop the wood. She’d studied it long enough she should have it memorized. There was nothing for it. She had to dress and find out what the laird of the MacHugh clan had in mind for her now.

“Did you launder my dress?” she asked, choking just slightly through the question and then gathering the strength to move from the bed. Weakness was just as she’d planned. Sybil would have smiled, but Iris wasn’t one for subtlety. That woman would be reporting it as something else. So Sybil kept the smile inside with the pain, where no one would ever see or know of it.

Which was the best way, actually. She’d always known it. She wondered for the thousandth time why she’d been so stupid as to allow herself to be swayed by this love emotion. She only wished Vincent had been right and there was no such thing. Then she wouldn’t be suffering while the entire world turned aside.

“I’ve brought you a freshly made one,” Iris replied.

“I doona’ wish a new one. I want my own. My Danzel one.” Sybil went into a hacking spasm midway through the declaration, and it continued unabated for some moments despite trying to staunch it. That ruined the aplomb she was trying to say it with, if not the entire thing. She didn’t need Iris’s laughter to convince her of it. But that didn’t stop the woman.

“Too bad you’re too weak to even put up a good fight. I could dress you in MacHugh tartan and you’d be unable to stay me.”

Sybil grabbed for the post to pull herself out of bed and ignored how the nightgown they’d given her gaped open in the front. She shouldn’t have. She realized it as Iris’s eyes widened.

“Oh my.” The maid said it in awed tones. “Bless the Lord! You’re with child, are na’ you?”

“’Tis too soon to tell!” Sybil was at the edge of the bed, waiting for the buzz in her ears to halt. That’s why the words were huffed with a whisper of sound.

“Too soon? Nae. ’Tis timely. This may save your neck.”

“I doona’ wish my neck saved.” Sybil was on her feet, holding to a bedpost while she swayed in place and watched little black dots dance through her vision until they quieted and then faded altogether.

“Oh aye. You do. All mothers do. Nae matter what the father may have done. The bairn is na’ to blame.”

Sybil’s eyes filled with tears, and she blinked as rapidly as possible, trying to send them into oblivion but instead ended up sending a trail of them down both cheeks. All of which she hung her head in order to hide. Loss of control had never been Sybil’s bane. She’d teased and tormented Kendran enough about it. Sybil should be strong enough to fight it. Now she knew the truth. Heartbreak was permanent, and it was vile. It was impossible to stave off or live through.

“Hurry!” Iris hissed the word. “The laird has news for you. He does na’ like to be kept waiting.”

Sybil shuddered through another sob, and then reached down to peel off her nightgown. She used the material to dry the residue of her tears away. She didn’t know why she argued over a new underdress and bliaut. What did it matter anyway if she was gowned head to toe in MacHugh red and gold? There was no one to see it that cared.

Iris helped her into a chemise of bleached white linen, and then the maid was helping Sybil don an underdress of ecru-shaded flax woven so tightly and with such fine threads that it was akin to being covered with a waterfall. It draped beautifully and was exactly to her proportions. The hemline just reached the floor, letting her slippers peep out.

The bliaut and sleeves were fashioned in graduating shades of charcoal wool of such finely spun threads it could have competed with the flax for fluid drape and shifting color. Sybil stood passively as Iris put the dress over her head and then had her lift each arm in order to pull the lacing through each sleeve before tying it beneath each arm. There was braided black lacing to crisscross about her waist and upper body, finishing at the bodice, where the dress cinched her into immobility as well as put on display the increased size of her bosom.

The maid led her to a stool in front of the fireplace and took a brush to Sybil’s tangled locks. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d brushed her own hair. It seemed insignificant. Everything did. It took Iris some time before she got Sybil’s hair into a braid of blended black and charcoal shades that fell down her back. Then Iris placed a wimple of gossamer white lace atop her head. Taking her hand, she led Sybil over to the chamber mirror, where her jaw dropped.

The webbing about her waist made her look thin, insubstantial, that was true. She also looked absolutely beautiful. Her pallor was offset by the rosy spots of fever atop each cheek, and her lips looked unnaturally red. She moved closer. Her eyes truly were silvery toned and surrounded by lush black eyelashes. Vincent would be speechless. She could almost see his approval in the features reflecting at her from the mirror.

The moment she thought she saw it, she wished she hadn’t. She didn’t know agony was a visual emotion. She watched as it flooded her features, turning the molten silver of her eyes into glass and making her look fragile and ethereal and like a creature spawned by mist.

Sybil turned away.


 

The MacHugh was waiting for her in the chieftain room, which was reached by traversing a hall that had a huge tapestry along the inner wall. Sybil looked over the deep colors and intricate stitching that commemorated the Battle of Bannockburn. She knew that by the words and date stitched into the lower right of the piece. If they hadn’t been large blocks, she wouldn’t have been able to read them, for her escort didn’t slow enough for such a thing.

Hugo MacHugh was sitting in a thronelike chair atop a raised platform at the far end of the chieftain room. There were more clansmen in attendance than she could count. It was an honor to be received here. Sybil knew that. She didn’t feel honored.

She watched as Iris received permission to approach the laird and knew what the woman was whispering in his ear. That was unfair. The babe was her secret. Sybil steeled herself.

“Lady Danzel. Approach and be greeted.”

Hugo’s voice was loud and booming in the room or it might have been designed with such a faculty, for the sound of his words took a few moments to finish echoing. Sybil lifted her head, pushed every emotion as deep as she could, and did as she’d been bade. When she was at the edge of his platform, she curtseyed slightly and watched the liquid quality of her skirts as they flowed about her and then swirled up as she stood.

“I have received my answer from your kin, the Donal. Early this morn.” Hugo announced it even more loudly, and waited the requisite moments until the sound of his voice faded before looking down at her.

Sybil nodded and didn’t move her eyes from his.

“Do you na’ wish to ken what it is?” he asked.

“I doona’ need to ask,” Sybil replied in what she hoped was a firm voice. That’s when she knew the room had been designed with the acoustics of a cathedral, since her voice had the same large quality and took time to fade.

“Why na’?” he inquired.

“Because you had me brought here in order to tell me.”

He grunted a reply and unfurled the rolled parchment in his lap. It felt like everyone paused to listen, although it could be her imagination as easily. Sybil didn’t move her eyes from him and watched as his mouth started reading. She didn’t hear what he was saying until he was near the end, and then knew what it felt like to have her heart fall to the pit of her belly, where it continued pounding with painful thuds. She was just surprised her body hadn’t done the same thing.

Myles Donal wasn’t paying a ransom. He wanted to negotiate.

“You ken what this means?” Hugo was asking it.

“My kin has decided my worth is na’ as much as you…ask.” Her voice broke on the last word despite the iron control she was exerting over herself. She couldn’t help it. She watched as his features softened.

“Na’ so.”

“Nae?” Sybil asked.

“The Donal is at the Danzel stronghold. He rode hard upon receipt of my demands. He arrived there three days ago. This is nae denial. It’s a ploy for time. The Donal is shrewd. Strong. Powerful. Battle-hardened. And lucky. Come. I’ve been told of your condition. We need to discuss this. In private.”

He was standing, dwarfing everyone else in the room, although she knew he wasn’t a tall man. Then he was walking across the wood of the platform, making more reverberations of sound with each step.







Chapter Twenty-Nine



Hugo MacHugh’s private chambers weren’t as intimate as she’d been dreading, and yet they were too close at the same time. The two-story door had opened on a sitting room containing two facing settees, a table, and a fireplace. There was another door at the far end that she guessed would lead to his bedchamber. Sybil didn’t ask. She sat on one of the settees as he requested her to do and waited while he sat on the opposing one.

“Iris tells me you’re with child,” he began.

“’Tis too soon for such certainty,” Sybil replied.

“Iris is a midwife,” he responded.

Sybil didn’t answer. She kept her eyes on him and waited.

“The Danzel does na’ seem to have shared his sister’s curse.” He sighed deeply and looked very sad and approachable of a sudden. “I envy him. Still.”

“Still?” Sybil asked.

He nodded. “Odd, is na’ it? Nae matter how many times I win over him, or even if he’s dead, I still envy him. Even more now.”

“Because of the bairn?” she asked.

He nodded again. “A man has naught if he has nae heir to pass it to. When he leaves this life, there is naught who care.”


“Your wife—”

“Mary Elizabeth is barren! I was cursed the night I took her, just as I will probably be cursed worse for taking you.”

“Why did you, then?”

“I told you. Revenge. And envy.”

“You envied Vincent that much?”

“Aye. And his father, Erick, afore him. Still do.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“Danzel said he does na’ want you. You say he was a brute. Donal will na’ pay the price I ask, and I want a bairn! That is why.”

That was when Sybil knew that nothing was worth more than the babe growing within her. She’d been foolish to even try and harm it. Love for the baby filled her, making her warm with it until she probably glowed. She watched MacHugh’s eyes sharpen on her and was still powerless to halt the supreme joy that filled every bit of her and just kept growing in volume and intensity until she could scarce contain it.

“I would na’ place a bairn in the hands of a man capable of whipping a lad to death,” she whispered finally.

“Death? Vincent looked well enough.”

“Na’ him. The Carrick lad.”

“Is that what you’ve been told? That it was my fault? All of it?” His red hair clashed with a ruddy complexion that darkened further with every word. He was almost shouting the last of them at her.

“I was na’ told anything,” Sybil replied. “I guess. And then I wait. And sometimes I am right.”

“Na’ this time.”

“Then tell me. Now. You want the bairn. Prove yourself worthy.”

He sighed heavily, and then he started talking. “It was a dark night, perfect for reaving. That was how I knew the Danzel would be about such business. I caught Vincent and two of his friends stealing my cattle. ’Twas na’ worth more than a bit of a stay locked in my castle waiting on a ransom, but na’ to Danzel. Oh, nae. That lad went berserk. He turned into a demon and started slicing his way through the clansmen I had with me. It wasn’t my plan to lose more than twelve of my men to the whelp. And it wasn’t planned for the elder Carrick lad to get cleaved in two by a broadsword. That’s just what happened. In defense.”

“Edward Carrick died by the sword?” Sybil was stunned. It sounded in her voice. She watched him smile at her reaction.

“He was the image of his brother, true. Only the elder son was a man to the bone. I canna’ blame the Carricks for their hatred. If it were me, I’d feel the same. Only it will never be me! God damn my eyes! And my loins!” The agitation in his voice was accompanied by a surge of movement as he pushed out of the chair and went to his fireplace to look within it.

“Why did you whip them?” Sybil whispered the question.

He snorted. “He would na’ break. I had nae other recourse.”

“You marked him. He’s scarred. Severely.”

“Perhaps he shouldn’t be so close-mouthed.”

“What did you want?”

“Revenge. The same thing I still want. He’d just sent thirteen of my clansmen to their graves. And then he had the daring to laugh at me. Me!”

“How were you going to get your revenge?”

“I wanted the location of the secret tunnel into Castle Danzel. The one that would allow me access to their inner sanctum, right to the heart of them. I wanted revenge.”

“So you whipped him until he told you?”

He spun from the fireplace and put his hands on his hips and glowered down and across at her. “Nae. He collapsed without telling. I had him roused with a dunking in the burn, and then I started whipping on his companion. It near took my arm off before he gave me what I asked.”

“He gave you the tunnel…to save his friend. Oh dear God.” Sybil wasn’t even whispering anymore. Her voice didn’t have that capacity.

He nodded.

“And then, when you had the location, you torched the castle?”

He sighed again. Heavily. “Nae. I dinna’ set fire to anything. That was the Danzel laird’s doing. We surprised him in his bed. With his wife. It was…na’ my finest time. I was filled with a lust for blood and tried to turn it on her. The wife. There is no mercy I can ask for what I’ve done.”

“You raped—?” She couldn’t say it. The shock was too great.

He shook his head. “Nae. I would have, though, if the Danzel hadn’t gone as mad as his son and set the place afire. And if the sister hadn’t heard all the commotion and come to her parent’s aid.”

“Mary Elizabeth was there? And Vincent’s father set the fire? To his own castle? Is this what you wish me to believe?”

“I doona’ have to tell you any of this,” he answered.

Sybil nodded. “How did he do it?” she asked.

“The torches. We had torches. The tunnel was dark, and my men were having issues with witches and banshees and the like. I had them light their torches. That’s what the Danzel laird used. The bedroom was afire before I had her clothing ripped off. I had to retreat. Back through the tunnel. I grabbed up Mary Elizabeth as I went and tossed her over my shoulder. I hauled her kicking and screaming back through the tunnel. The laird and his wife should have gone another way. They had time.”

They didn’t have another escape access. Sybil had already noticed that. It was tragic. And sad. And it was probably worse. “Where was Vincent during this time?” she asked.

“I doona’ ken. He was supposed to be tied up. At the camp. He was na’. When we got back, he was gone. Both of them were.”


Sybil put her hands to her mouth to keep the cry in. She didn’t have to question where Vincent had been. He’d have raced back home. To warn them. With his back torn into shreds and in pain, he’d probably been in time to see the fire. She only hoped he hadn’t heard the screams.

 

“How much longer must we sit and do naught?”

Vincent tossed down the wimple he’d been given to wear with complete disgust. He’d used such force that the material about the piece unraveled as it rolled across the chamber floor.

“Patience, dear cousin. Aside from which, we just got that swelling down.”

“I’ve tired of patience. That’s all you spout! I want action! I want his blood! I want my wife back!” Vincent’s voice cracked on the last words.

“None of that will happen if you doona’ have patience,” Myles counseled from the corner of the room where he was engrossed in partaking of the roasted boar they’d brought for him.

“Easy for you to say. You dinna’ lose your wife to your enemy! Oh, nae. Not you. You have your wife. You have your children. You have—”

“I doona’ have anything at your accursed castle. Look about you. Do you see a wife and twins?” Myles voice warmed on the words. Brentley and Dacia were just reaching their first year and curious about everything. It took a dozen eyes watching ceaselessly to keep them from trouble. Which was why Kendran had stayed behind, despite her pleas.

“He’s ravishing her, and all you do is talk! And eat!” Vincent’s voice shook through the words, showing the depth of emotion he was hiding.

“Na’ so. She’s safe. Has her own chambers and has na’ been near the Laird of MacHugh. Trust me. All she does is slink about the hall and sob. Probably for your sorry arse, although I doona’ ken what it is that any woman sees in you. Never could, truly.”

Vincent flashed a look toward his cousin. “They certainly would na’ find me of interest in this skirt.” He lifted the voluminous amount of material they’d fashioned into a bliaut for him. “Or with these.” He was punching on the pillows that were strapped into place to create a bosom for a woman as large as Vincent Danzel was portraying.

Myles sobered. “You’ll be reclined in the wagon bed most of the time. To rest your poor head. It will na’ be an issue.”

“Patience. Fittings. Reclining. I will be of little use when I most need to be.” He spat the words toward his cousin with more disgust.

“There is nae other way, Vincent. The MacHugh has heard of my arrival. He’s already received my missive. He’s preparing. He’s nae fool.”

“How do you ken all this?” Vincent asked as he went to his knees to retrieve the headdress he’d tossed. Then he was dusting the worst of the dirt from it before rewinding the material back on it while he waited for an answer.

“Your new squire, Beggin, is with them. Has been since it happened. He rode away with them in MacHugh sett and on one of their horses. They dinna’ even suspect. The lad is of great use.”

“When he’s quiet, mayhap,” Vincent replied. He was sitting on his buttocks, leaning against the bed frame, and holding his head where the huge bump in his forehead had been. Still it ached.

“We canna’ raid a castle such as MacHugh possesses without use of him. Beggin is a great asset. As a spy. MacHugh has them, too. Here. In your keep. I doona’ ken who they are, but trust me. He’s aware of our movements. Outside this chamber. Why do you ken I have na’ let you from here—dressed like that?”


Vincent looked over at his cousin and sobered completely as it felt like ice invaded every portion of him. It could be anyone outside this chamber. He hadn’t any loyalty. He even harbored MacHugh’s cast-off wife.

“I thought you were amusing yourself by forcing patience on me.”

Myles shook his head and swallowed the bite he’d taken. “And here I thought you the cunning one. I had to await your wakening first. You took a blow that usually kills. But nae. Na’ you. You have too hard of a head.”

“’Twas a good thing with the force they hit me.”

“I believe it was your wife swinging a kettle of stew at you, na’ a MacHugh. What say you to that?”

“Not Sybil.”

“You ever hear of a warrior using a pot?”

“Nae,” Vincent replied, grudgingly.

“’Tis a woman’s move. And a woman’s desperate aim behind it. You still have your mouth flute?”

“I doona’ go anywhere without my fipple.”

“Or the wolf, either, I see.”

As if Waif knew they spoke of him, he looked up from where he was reclining beside the door.

“Which will be a problem,” Myles continued.

“Why so?”

Myles pulled in a breath and spoke. Carefully. “The wolf will have to be caged. I canna’ keep him from following you otherwise.”

“Oh, nae. I’m na’ going anywhere without Waif. He’s my only link to her. You doona’ ken how it is with us.” Vincent nodded toward the wolf, and within moments the animal was at his side and they both were facing Myles.

“But…you doona’ believe in love, Cousin,” Myles finally said, taking another bite as if there wasn’t the menace of man and beast facing him. “’Tis a horrid state that shackles a man. Makes him a prisoner to his own heart, and quashes his soul. This is what you’ve always preached afore.”

“That’s because I’d never felt it! And I was right about the horrid part. ’Tis worse than that! I burn to hold her, ache to have her near, and feel empty without her. Of course I love her!”

“Good thing. I’d worry over my wenches if you dinna’,” Myles replied.

“Wenches.” Vincent huffed the word with more disgust. “What am I to do with over a dozen winsome wenches? And na’ one of them familiar with a bow. Or even a dirk. You’re mad. I was mad to listen. And I’ve tired of it. We leave. Tonight. My way.” Vincent went to his knees and started yanking on the laces of his bliaut, where bright blue ribbon crossed about him, trying to define a womanly shape.

“Tonight. Aye. True. But cease that. You’ll destroy your gown.”

“That’s what I intend!” Vincent replied angrily,

“You’ll need it. Trust me.”

“I’ve trusted you long enough! I want her now! In my arms! And dressing as a woman is na’ going to get me what I want!”

“There is nae other way, Danzel. Now cease that. You’re na’ to change back into a man until you have Sybil in your arms. Then I give you free rein to take a skean to your skirts…and any other portion of your attire that you’d like. But na’ until then.”

“I hate women’s skirts! I am immobile, my legs encased by leagues of material. I am useless.”

“Would you use something aside of your loins with which to think?” Myles asked.

Vincent stopped trying to unknot the ribbon tie and looked across at where his cousin reclined on a bench.

“There is nae way to approach Castle MacHugh without being seen. None. I’ve known that since I took him in battle six years ago and won back this hunk of rock for you. I have to use my wits. And that means so do you.”

Vincent grunted. Waif growled. “With a gaggle of giggling wenches? How is that using wits?”

Myles snorted on the ale he’d taken a swallow of. “Castle MacHugh has a dearth of women. Always did. Their laird prefers the solitude of men. He also kens that ’tis easier to control men if there are nae women in their midst. He is a worthy adversary. Always was.”

“You’re planning to use the wenches to divert his men?”

Myles twisted his lips and nodded. “You’re finally using your head for something aside from catching kettles of stew and hanging that godforsaken wig on. Finally.”

“These women agree?” Vincent asked, smoothing down the tangled mess of black that had been shaved from a like-colored sheep and then fashioned into a mess that resembled hair for him to wear.

“They are the finest, most comely camp women I could hire. All of them. Used to men. Used to entertaining men. Used to lots of things. And then I made certain of one more thing.”

“What?” Vincent asked as he smoothed out the wimple and tested it atop the wig.

“Musical ability.”

Vincent stopped his fussing with the headdress and looked over at him. “They dance?”

Myles grinned. “What laird can resist a traveling troupe of musicians? Especially one of more than a dozen beautiful women, and one supremely ugly one who has been injured and canna’ walk.”

“Who are you calling ugly?” Vincent asked.

“You still play that mouth flute of yours well?”

“Aye.”

“And does Sybil ken your talent with it?”

Vincent tried to keep the flush from happening. He was forced to look aside and hope the wig hid most of it. “Aye,” he replied again.

Myles cleared his throat. “Good. Take it. Play it whenever the mood takes you. They’ll dance to it. Sing to it. Take off clothing to it. Play it loudly. All night if you must.”

“How am I going to avenge myself on the MacHugh and rescue Sybil if I’m playing my fipple? Everyone will ken where I am. Your plan is a fool’s bane.”

“Beggin will assist you. He’s a wonder. You’ll see. He’ll have the entire household visiting the latrine more often than they stand if I doona’ miss my guess. Find him. Use him. He’ll get you to Sybil. And then, dear Cousin, that is when you get to decide.”

“Decide what?” Vincent asked.

“If love is sweeter than revenge.” Myles shrugged. “It’s your choice, Cousin. Your life to live as you see fit. Always was. Always will be. Doona’ waste it this time.”







Chapter Thirty



The din was overpowering. It was loud even over the storm that had been brewing all day. Sybil stayed on her stool in the corner of her room, with the window pulled into place, the shutters barred, and the drapes closed. She also had the door shut and the bolt in place. Yet still some sounds of their fest managed to filter through, sounding so much like Vincent with his fipple flute that more than once she’d caught her hands to her breast to make certain her heart wasn’t going to plunge out.

Hugo MacHugh had given her one day to prepare to receive him. It wasn’t an offer. It was a demand. But couched as a rescue. From the arrogant brute she’d labeled Vincent Danzel to be. MacHugh was sending word that Sybil didn’t wish to be ransomed. Myles Donal could keep his gold. Who would it harm? Hugo had asked her. It wouldn’t harm Vincent. The Danzel laird was said to be still abed with his injury. He might be addled for life, MacHugh’s spies were reporting.

Sybil’s heart had dived to the pit of her belly and her legs had spasmed when she’d been told that, but since she’d been sitting it hadn’t been noticed. Except by her. It didn’t stop MacHugh’s words. Nothing did.


It would be said that the child she and Vincent had created was a bastard; MacHugh’s bastard.

She’d want for nothing. MacHugh would put her in a position of power as the chatelaine of his estate. He’d even leave her untouched after tomorrow eve if that’s what she wanted. All he required was the bairn and word that it was his. He wasn’t caring if the child was a boy child or not. He didn’t care if the child favored its sire. Her dark hair should win out, while dark eyes with black hair were common. But even if the child had the blond visage and dark eyes of Vincent Danzel, MacHugh would claim it. He was a desperate man, and his age was telling. He hadn’t many years left to him, and he wanted an heir.

It was her future, and it was horrid. Sybil huddled farther into the corner of the room and tried to ignore the muted sounds of revelry wafting through the very floors. She’d never see Vincent Erick Danzel again. He’d never know he had a child. It was the perfect revenge, Lord MacHugh had told her.

Sybil twisted the linen square she held in her hands, ignoring the damp that came from incessant tears. Such emotion was wasted. She’d already made her choice when she launched the pot at Vincent. She just wished it didn’t hurt so badly.

There were more sounds of banging. She assumed it was the men and their tankards again. Sybil didn’t understand why Hugo had let this traveling band of misfits through his gate. It was obvious they weren’t musicians. They were harlots. All of them. The MacHugh clansmen had seemed to start salivating even before the carts had come to a halt. And then the men had raced for the loch shores. She knew what they were doing. Bathing. Shaving. Getting presentable. Donning their best plaids and getting ready for a night of enjoyment that had nothing to do with music.

Sybil knew all this because she’d watched it from her balcony before the winds forced her back inside. Onto a stool. She had better things to worry over. Things such as why this particular band of musicians had to have a member with immense talent on a fipple flute. The woman rivaled Vincent. That comparison created more heartache that Sybil could do without. That was why she’d latched the shutters she’d already shut, pulled the glass down into position, and then drawn the drapes, shutting out the elements as well as the music.

If she had to be lady of this castle, ribaldry and debauchery weren’t going to be allowed. She’d make sure of it.

And then even worse happened.

Sybil had the embroidered square to her breast and was on her feet when the hammering started at her window. She was backing away from it, and it just continued, with what sounded like loud shouting accompanying it, although she couldn’t make out words. Laird MacHugh couldn’t control his men any better than this? That was even more horrid!

The hammering finally stopped, but not before she’d heard the wood shutters groaning as someone tried to pound them apart. That’s when Sybil started worrying over which of the MacHugh clansmen had such a death wish. If anything happened to Vincent’s babe, she didn’t hold out much hope for the man causing it. She already knew what punishments the Laird of MacHugh was capable of. Sybil was praying the shutters would hold, and miraculously they did.

And then the assault was turned on her door.

When the pounding on her door first started, she was forced back toward the window, her hands over her ears to keep out the sounds of shouting. This was worse than annoying. It was getting to be frightening. She wondered how she was supposed to sound an alarm, if the same men who were guarding her were the ones doing the assault? She watched as the bolt actually bowed inward more than once, keening with the pressure of something big being used against it.

That’s when Sybil went to the bed, going to a ball under the covers, with her hands about her head and panting with fear of what was going to happen if the bolt broke. That way, she blocked out everything. The door quit shuddering, the laughter and sounds of the fest taking place outside her chamber ended, and everything was so dead-still calm and quiet that Sybil began to think she was dreaming.

And then the barely audible strains of a melody she’d only heard once came through the muffling bedding.

 

Vincent was at his wit’s end. The woman he ached to hold was barred into her room with more efficiency than a virgin in a chastity belt. And that was just wrong. And foolish. And making his work a thousand times harder than if she’d just been waiting his rescue once he’d scaled the trellis vine outside her window. He had Beggin to thank for the location. He had Beggin to thank for a lot of things, most especially the way all the clansmen on the castle grounds appeared to be suffering from a belly ailment that had them writhing and moaning and unable to do a thing with the barely clad women who’d been flitting about making certain they all partook fully of the ale. He didn’t wish to know what the lad had used. He was only grateful for its efficiency.

The skirts that had hampered him for so long had been sliced off at the knee, leaving him with a length not unlike a kilt. The bulbous chunks of material he’d been padded with for breasts were gone as well. He hadn’t even looked back for where. The moment Beggin whistled the sign he’d waited for, Vincent had been racing to her window. Then he’d been climbing, getting scratched by thorns, ignoring the way the wind tried to steal his breath, as well as the chill pelting of rain he was receiving. And it was all for naught. Sybil was bolted in, and no matter what he used to pry on the shutters, nothing would budge. Not even swinging from the overhang above to hit them with his feet had done anything more than send wood scraps to add to the general melee in the air about him.


He’d been forced to admit defeat. At the window.

He’d jumped the last body-length from the vines and grabbed Beggin by the neck of his tunic to hurry him in finding Sybil’s room from the hall. That meant dodging bodies of retching men and what was left of the dancing women. They’d been paid, and they’d been warned. If they didn’t leave, they were on their own. Beggin had also counseled them on not partaking of the tainted mead, but there were still some of the wenches that hadn’t listened.

They were ripe-bosomed wenches, too. Beggin stopped more than once, slack-jawed by the sight of so much feminine bounty on display. Vincent brought him to his tiptoes and kept him moving. They didn’t have time for such. Not now.

And then they’d come across the body of the MacHugh laird, lying full out at the base of his step, on his chest with an unguarded back just begging for a knife to get stuck in it. To the hilt. With killing force. A skean such as Vincent had in his right hand, since his left was full of the squire’s collar.

He didn’t waste time looking down at the laird of the MacHugh clan. He didn’t have any to spare. He had Sybil to fetch, the horses to get unfastened from the carts, and then they had a long ride ahead of them. He snorted a bit on his amusement over Hugo MacHugh’s complete vulnerability before he was stepping over him and racing up the stairs. Myles had been right. Again. Damn him. Love was worth everything.

And then he ran into her damned door.

Vincent was forced to stop trying to ram a way through the solid structure of her door when a scrape opened up on his shoulder and his legs trembled with the effort. Brawn wasn’t working. Muscle and strength hadn’t done anything, either. He had to use his wits. And his musical talent.

Vincent spent a few moments in panic looking all over his torso for the fipple before finding it hung up in the wig that was still trailing from his neck, since he’d had the wimple tied securely enough beneath his chin it wasn’t in danger of blowing away in the winds and giving away his disguise. Then he had to calm himself enough to play. And then he had to remember the melody he’d composed that first night.

Nothing came out of the instrument at first. Vincent didn’t have enough moisture in his mouth to create a whistle. He had to stop, take time to calm his breathing and his heartbeat and concentrate. Then he tried again. This time the notes were true and full and had Beggin’s eyes wide while his mouth went to the slack-jawed effect that seemed to be the only thing that stopped the squire’s incessant fidgeting. Vincent came to the end of his melody, looked at the hewn wood blocking him, and waited.

Nothing.

“Are you certain this is her chamber?” he asked.

“Aye. She’ll na’ come out, though. She told the staff. If they had to have a fest, she’d remain within. The MacHugh allows it now. He’ll do naught to harm the bairn.”

“The…bairn?” Vincent paled, felt his belly roil while his legs wobbled until the wall stopped his fall. Then he felt the supreme thrill that came from knowing he’d created a life with her. The euphoric feeling was too vast to be contained or confined, or shamed over.

“Your wife carries your heir. You dinna’ ken?”

The lad was hooting with laughter. Vincent didn’t stop him. He thought the sides of his mouth might split with his own grin. He was going to be unable to play another note if he didn’t control his shaking, however. He sucked spittle into his mouth, took a deep breath, and started playing again. With even more emotion this time as he poured out the burning of his heart since she’d been taken. He’d had to wait for his head to heal and cease paining him. That’s why it had taken nine days. He played of why he’d told of the bargain. He’d been trying for a chance to save her. He’d never meant to cause pain such as he’d seen in her eyes when he’d said she meant nothing to him. She meant everything! He tried to put into notes what he wasn’t being allowed to say.

He didn’t know tears were flooding his eyes and pouring down his face until he finished, hung his head, and waited.

Nothing. Again.

He had an audience now. There were four of the half-dressed wenches at the top of the hall behind him, all holding hands and sobbing. Vincent speared a glance at them, and that’s when he realized he was weeping, too. And it was for nothing. It hadn’t worked. Sybil wouldn’t have him.

He’d done it again. He’d killed it. It wasn’t enough he’d had to be the reason his best friend and parents died, and then his clan dispersed. Oh, no. Not him. He had to destroy this, too. He’d been gifted with the most immense, intense, incredible emotion of his life…and he’d had to make certain to kill it. Just as everything he touched was destroyed and damaged and vilified. Blackened. Defiled. Shamed. Cursed.

He was a lowlife thief. A vandal. A heartless wretch…to the soul. He had been for over eleven long years. He didn’t know why he’d forgotten it.

Vincent turned toward the stairs, trying to see the stretch of stone through the blur of tears blocking his vision. He only hoped he made it to the stables before the sobs took him to his knees.

And that’s when he heard the sound of the bolt moving.

 

Sybil’s heart was in her throat and her arms were trembling, and all of that was slowing her down and making her clumsy. She didn’t wonder at what was on the other side of the door. She knew. She knew what he’d been telling her with the music, too. She just couldn’t believe it was taking so long to get to him!

She lifted the bolt just enough that it would release the door, before falling back down. Then she had to jump over it when it dropped, in order to get to him.

“Vincent!”

If she’d ever thought his dark brown eyes soul-filled and deep, it was equaled and then obliterated by the depth of emotion in them as he turned toward her and opened his arms. And then she was there, held against a massive chest holding a heart that was thrumming with intensity while his breathing was powerful enough to move her with it. Nothing had ever felt so wonderful.

And then his mouth was on hers.

Sybil didn’t hear the sighs of the women about them or the embarrassed coughing of the squire. She wasn’t capable of experiencing anything more than the kiss of the man she loved. No matter that it grew in length and depth and intensity and emotion. Nothing in the world mattered more than knowing she was in his arms.

“I love you, Sybil, lass.” He pulled his lips from her to whisper it. And then he said it again. Louder. And then he turned to the audience about them and announced it to them as well.

“I love her!”

There was a bit of rapid-fire applause coming from the five pairs of hands about them, and then Vincent was pulling her into a berth in his arms and striding down the steps as if they weren’t littered with ailing bodies and slick with noxious fluids and spilled ale. Then he was leaping over the sprawled body of the MacHugh laird.

“You’re just going to let him lie there?” Sybil asked.

“Aye.”

“What of your revenge?”

He rolled a snort through his lips, much as a horse might. “There is nae such thing,” he replied, and then he broke into a jog.

“You said the same thing of love. You seem to say that oft.”


He grinned and looked down at her for a moment before looking back to the path he was taking.

“True,” he replied. “I was wrong afore. I could be wrong now.” He was huffing, probably more due to the storm swirling the air about them than to the exertion of running with her. “But I doona’ think so.”

“Why?”

They didn’t notice all the men and horses filing into the courtyard. Nor that his sister, Mary Elizabeth MacHugh, was with them. Neither of them heard her cry of outrage and concern. They’d reached the stables, and warmth and security enveloped them with almost as much fervor as the feeling of being in each other’s arms was doing.

“Because MacHugh nae longer has you. I do. He lost. What better vengeance is there? Can you ride?”

Sybil was glowing. She had to be. “Why couldn’t I?” she asked.

Vincent looked down at where she was pressed against him, pushing her increased breasts to the neckline of the dress she was wearing. Then he was shuddering before he tightened the arms beneath her legs and behind her back, rolling her as close to his chest as possible and then he was whispering in her ear.

“The…bairn.” He lost his voice on the word.

Sybil squirmed. “The bairn will come to nae harm from a bit of riding, my love. Any kind of riding.”

“I’ve been spelled, bewitched, enthralled, and brought to my knees. And I want more. Endless amounts more. You ken?”

She nodded.

“Then hold to me. We’ll ride together. But promise me you’ll keep your hands to yourself.”

Sybil giggled. “Nae,” she replied and reached out to lick his earlobe.

Vincent swore. “Then your lips. Keep them to yourself. At least until we reach a forest.”


“Nae,” Sybil replied again and started sucking on the skin of his throat.

“Sybil, we are in danger.”

“I ken…as much.”

Her words were mumbled and indistinct since she wasn’t removing her lips from him long enough to make them. She felt the reaction all along the skin she touched as little goose bumps tickled her tongue.

“Sybil.” Vincent had her on her buttocks atop a wagon bench and was looking across at her and trying to be stern. She’d never seen anything as adorable. “I have to get a horse saddled and ready for the trek. I doona’ have time for what you desire.”

Sybil glanced down at where the hacked-off dress of his wasn’t doing much to disguise his own condition. Then she looked back at him.

“What I desire?” she remarked.

Vincent flushed, darkening to where his forehead met his hairline. She’d never seen anything as becoming on a man. He’d been too gifted. In every sense. And he was hers. For all time. All hers.

“Fine. Use my desire against me. ’Tis all a wench is good for.”

“What about a wife?” she asked and reached out with a toe to touch where his hardness was trying to part the skirts he’d swathed about himself. And then she was giggling as he danced backward and trembled in place.

“You’ll be on your own horse if you doona’ cease this,” he warned.

Sybil put her head to one side. “For how long?” she asked.

He sighed in an exasperated fashion, put both hands on the sides of his hips, and rolled his head on his shoulder before bringing his gaze back to her. And then it was done with his chin at a downward slant so he could look at her through his lashes.


“I am trying to rescue you, Wife.” He growled the words at her.

“And a fine job you have done of it. Until now.” she replied, and then she licked her lips. And watched his entire body pulse.

“Sybil.” He was using a gruff tone now.

“What?” she replied.

“We have two leagues to travel a-a-afore we’re safe.”

He was still trying to be stern, and failing. If he wished to sound unmoved, he had to keep his voice at an even keel and not go up an octave midway through his sentence. He could try to keep from stuttering as well. All of which was probably her fault, since she’d been toying with the neckline of her gown, and once it was opened enough, she was sliding it down onto her shoulders and creating a valley of cleavage as she did so.

“Do you always do what’s safe?” she asked.

“Sybil.” This time he sounded like he was pleading.

“What?” she asked innocently.

“We have to escape.”

She huffed out a sigh and jumped to the ground beside him. “Then saddle us a horse, but doona’ expect me to be as willing when you feel it’s safe.”

And that had her swiveled, lifted, and leaned over the wagon seat while Vincent shoved her skirts to her waist and filled her with what she wanted.

Myles Donal shut the stable door behind him and turned to put his back to it with his arms crossed. He’d known not to trust his cousin to handle it alone, which was why he’d followed. He hadn’t needed Mary Elizabeth and the clansman, Sinclair, to tell him of it. Nor did Myles believe that the feud would be ending the moment Mary Elizabeth was back at her husband’s side, despite her assurances.

Myles didn’t believe it, but he had to admit Mary Elizabeth certainly looked like she was in love. Who was Myles to stand in the way of love? If Hugo MacHugh was what Mary Elizabeth loved, then Myles was all for granting her wish. He just hoped she knew what she was doing once the laird of the MacHughs recovered.

Myles sighed and leaned against the wood at his back.

He definitely hadn’t counted on it being the little lass, Sybil, to be the one putting a snarl into the escape plan, though. He nodded to his grouping of handpicked men atop their horses in the downpour, all standing about and waiting to escort Vincent and his wife back to his own castle when they finished. From the sounds in the building behind him, it might be some time yet.

Myles’s lips twitched, and then he was openly grinning. He couldn’t wait to see his cousin’s face when he finally came out of the stable.








Epilogue



Analise Danzel was going to be a beautiful lass, from the thick golden hair she seemed to begin growing within days of her birth, to the deep, mysterious silver color of her eyes. She had her father enslaved with every look she gave and every sound she made. And he was a happy slave.

She bore only a passing resemblance to her first cousin, Nelson Hugo MacHugh, and that was in the shade of their hair. Born within hours of each other, both sets of parents swore it was an omen of great things to come, in a world where MacHugh and Danzel were cousins and no longer feuded.

No one noticed how much Nelson took after Vincent’s closest man, Sinclair. He was diligent about keeping it that way. It was enough. Sinclair could watch the MacHugh heir from afar and keep the pleasure inside. Where no one ever looked.

He had his revenge.
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